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This is dedicated to all the lost ones out there. The ones who felt alone, who felt helpless. There’s strength in you and I hope you all have or do find your Angel.


WARNING


Some trigger warnings for you. There is violence, you know, since these brothers have a tendency to get themselves into all sorts of predicaments. Beyond the typical violence, this book does have domestic violence in it. NOT between the MCs but one MC starts off in a bad place. Most of the DV is off page.


FROM THE AUTHOR


Content Warnings

Some trigger warnings for you. There is violence, you know, since these brothers have a tendency to get themselves into all sorts of predicaments. Beyond the typical violence, this book does have domestic violence in it. NOT between the MCs but one MC starts off in a bad place. Most of the DV is off page.

Author’s Note

Last One Standing is the final book in the Saint Brothers series. When I started this journey with Slay Ride I didn’t know what these brothers would become. To say I’m thrilled with how it all turned out would be an understatement. I truly hope you love these guys as much as I have.

I encourage you, as always, to read the warnings. Protecting yourself in every capacity is by far the most important thing.


SYNOPSIS


Angel

I’ve been through a lot with my brothers—from sinister politicians to stalkers and serial killers. The craziest of all has been watching them fall in love with their soulmates. Our lives are dangerous, so it’s a miracle one of us found love, let alone four. As the only one still single, I’ve accepted a future of loneliness.

Until one night, a drag show changes everything.

With a voice like an angel, legs for days, and eyes that sweep me away from my own heavy thoughts, Kona intrigues me. Everything about him makes me want to know more. He’s also in serious need of saving.

What I don’t realize is how deep the danger runs or how quickly I’ll jump into it to keep him safe in my arms.

Kona

My life is a nightmare of my own making. I had to keep my brother safe, and to do that, I accepted help from a monster. The Dead Kings Motorcycle Club is a dangerous, violent, and deadly crew. At the helm is Brick, the man who thinks he owns every part of me, and never hesitates to show me, especially when I step out of line. Sadly, this is my forever.

Until one night a Saint walks into my show, and I know he’s going to be the one to change everything.

What I don’t know is who, after the dust settles, will be the last one standing.
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CHAPTER ONE


ANGEL


I lived in a house with nine other people, and finding peace wasn’t easy, so when I came home from running an errand to a blessedly quiet house, I wanted to cry with joy. I loved every one of my brothers—which included Four—and their partners, but being able to sit down in the living room with a mug of coffee, a book, and silence was a rare commodity.

I rushed to the kitchen, vigilant as ever that one of them could pop up and ruin the bubble of silence. I placed a pod in the coffeemaker and while that was dripping, I went to my room to snag the book I’d been reading.

Five minutes later, I was sitting on the plush couch, drinking my java, and reading my book. This was a little slice of heaven.

“People!”

And now it was shattered.

“Where are all the people?” JJ chuckled. “Anyone catch my Drusilla impression from Buffy?” He was shouting, and no one was answering back.

If everyone was upstairs, they wouldn’t because their bedrooms were all soundproofed. There was no way I was getting away without JJ seeing me. I wasn’t in his sight yet but⁠—

“Oh, Angel…good, good.”

“Hi, JJ.”

“Why are you so glum? Oh, wait. It’s a day ending in Y—never mind.”

“I try to like you, but you make it hard.”

JJ beamed and he turned to yell again. “Where is everyone?”

“I don’t know, and I don’t care. They aren’t here, and I was enjoying the blissful silence, but I guess dreams are made to be pulverized into the dirt when you’re around.”

JJ narrowed his eyes. “You’re extra pissy today. What’s wrong?” Of course, he decided to sit next to me. “Tell JJ. I can help you.”

“I’m fine.”

“Mmhmm. You know who says they’re fine?” He quirked a brow.

“People who are fine?”

He blew a raspberry and lightly slapped my knee. “Funny guy. People who are in fact not fine.”

“I’m not doing this with you. Why are you looking for everyone?”

JJ pursed his lips and stared at me for a second, eventually sighing. “Keep your secrets, whatever. I was looking for everyone because I have a surprise.”

“You’ll probably have to wait until dinner. You know how they all scatter.”

He nodded. “Yeah, but it’s really quiet.”

“Which is why I was taking advantage of it.”

JJ smiled. “Okay, I’ll let you be, but I’m calling a family meeting. Don’t go far—it’ll be right before dinner.”

“Can’t wait,” I deadpanned.

When he left I could’ve gone back to my book, but that was not how things worked here in this house. He would be the first domino. I closed my book but remained seated, drinking my coffee, and waited.

Two minutes later the door opened, and Gabe and Mason walked in.

“I don’t understand, Gabe. You paid for the ultimate cleaning service for your car, but you vacuumed it yourself. It’s literally part of the package.”

“He was doing it wrong.” Gabe shrugged, and Mason rolled his eyes. Then he saw me.

“Hey, Angel, what’s up?”

“JJ is calling a family meeting to take place right before dinner.”

Mason’s brow furrowed, and he looked at his watch. “That’s in like, an hour. You’re going to sit there until it’s time?”

“I haven’t decided yet.”

He slowly nodded and grabbed Gabe’s hand. “Let’s leave this room, babe. Angel is being weird.”

Gabe snorted. “He’s always weird.”

I shot him the middle finger and watched as they walked up the stairs.

Next was Matt, followed by Nick, Four, Shep, Phoenix, and Noel. And soon enough the house was a cacophony of sounds, and not too long after that, the aroma of Shep’s and JJ’s cooking filled the air.

So much for quiet. I stood and went to my room to drop off my book, then to the kitchen to put my mug in the dishwasher.

I leaned against the doorjamb and watched the controlled chaos. Shep was at the stove with JJ next to him, grinning at whatever he was saying. Noel and Phoenix were at the table snapping green beans while Nick periodically grabbed one to eat, earning a smack from Matt. Mason and Gabe were peeling potatoes and playfully arguing about their car-wash situation earlier. And finally, there was Four. He was in the corner, phone in hand, his eyes on me.

When I met his gaze he lifted a brow. He was observant; JJ was too. I was bothered, uneasy, and possibly a little depressed.

Ever since Two had moved away with his family, I hadn’t been able to shake this mood. I hadn’t truly felt anything for anyone until him, and I’d thought the feeling was mutual. But as soon as he’d heard he had a family that wanted to get to know him, I’d ceased to exist.

Aziza had explained it to me. “You want a relationship with someone who barely knows who he is. His whole life, he has been a hostage—someone designed to manipulate others and kill them. Two is years away from growing a romantic attachment, and he may never. Letting him go is the best thing you could do for him right now.”

So, I did. I’d put on a happy face, told him I was proud of him, watched him get into the car with family he didn’t know and drive away.

“Everything is simmering; I need to talk to you all.” JJ broke through my memory, and I looked over at him. “We can do it here; everyone is accounted for.”

“What’s up?” Nick sat back and offered JJ an encouraging smile.

“Okay, so, you all remember when that new fancy club opened up a couple of months ago?” JJ was practically vibrating with excitement.

“There’s a new club?” Matt asked.

JJ huffed. “It’s called Stilettos and Sangria, ring any bells?”

Everyone shook their heads except Phoenix. “Oh, yeah! It’s a drag queen club, right?”

JJ beamed. “Thank you, Phoenix, yes!”

Phoenix turned to Noel. “It’s that place I told you where it’s ridiculously hard to get a reservation—apparently, the headliner has really drawn a crowd, and it’s so impossible to get in.”

“Which brings me to my surprise!” JJ shouted and Phoenix gasped. “No, don’t ruin my thunder.” He pointed to Phoenix.

Phoenix mimed zipping his lips, but he was bouncing. I hated that I had a feeling I knew what was about to come out of JJ’s mouth.

“I was able to get us all a reservation for this Friday night!”

Yup, I was right.

“Ah!” Phoenix jumped up and was clapping. Everyone else was a mix of emotions—some were happy, others either wide-eyed or indifferent, simply shrugging.

“Isn’t that family night?” Matt asked.

“Yes. It’s why I tried for a Friday. It’s the only night you all have to be here, so I knew it wouldn’t conflict with any plans or work.” Judging by his smug expression, JJ was clearly proud of himself.

“What if we don’t want to go?” We all turned to where Four was sitting. He stared unblinkingly at JJ.

“Why wouldn’t you want to go, Four?” JJ leaned his hip against the counter. “It’s supposedly an amazing show.”

“It’ll be loud, and I don’t like crowds all that much.”

JJ bit his bottom lip, but I was sure he’d convince Four. “I got us a roped-off area in the VIP section purposely because I had a feeling you’d hate being smushed by people you wouldn’t know, and there are a lot of us.”

“How’d you manage this if the place is so hard to get into?” Gabe wondered.

“I have my ways.” JJ winked. “I really think this will be so much fun.” He sighed. “Do we need to vote on it?”

“No.” Shep dropped the wooden spoon he had in his hand loudly. “You did something nice for all of us—we don’t vote on gifts.” Shep narrowed his eyes at each of us. “Do we?”

No one responded, so I figured I would. “We’ll all go. If it’s too much on Four, then we’ll deal with it when and if it happens.”

JJ’s eyes widened. “Wow, thanks, Angel. I appreciate you’re willing to give this a try.”

I lifted my shoulder. “I like theater and musicals—how different could it be?”

The room went completely silent, and I hung my head. It was going to be completely different.


CHAPTER TWO


KONA


I was having a hard time pinning my hair to my head. My shoulder ached, and lifting it was causing me issues.

“I can help you.”

I looked in the mirror. Behind me, my brother, Pika, was standing right outside my dressing room door.

“Thanks. I guess I’m just tired today.”

His gaze fell to the floor as he shuffled over to me. “I’m sure it’s more than that.” He wouldn’t meet my eyes in the mirror, but he didn’t have to.

“I’m fine, but the help is appreciated.” I handed him the pins.

Pika had helped me get into character many times. I never had to tell him how to do anything anymore. He’d been eight years old when he’d become my responsibility and now at fifteen, he could drag me up as if it were muscle memory.

“He’s getting worse, Kona,” Pika whispered in my ear.

He had to whisper because Brick had eyes and ears everywhere—it was his club, after all. Sure, he claimed to have built it for me, but Pika and I knew he’d done it to have another place to keep me.

“This time it may have actually been my fault. I turned too quickly and fell down the three steps by the clubhouse, landing on my shoulder.”

Pika sighed. “And what did you have to avoid that caused you to turn so fast?”

Smart little shit. “Let’s focus on the show tonight, okay? Apparently, there’s a group of guys coming that are friends of Leo’s. He asked if I could move some things around to get them a reservation. It took a couple of weeks, but I did.”

“That was nice of you.” He pinned the last of my long dark hair to my head, then slid the wig cap on.

“Leo never asks for a damn thing. I guess one of them, or all of them, helped him a while back, so of course I’d want to give these guys a great show.”

“Helped, how?” Pika took the seat beside mine as I began my makeup routine. I still needed to get the wig glue on and secure the wig, but makeup first.

“No idea, not my business.” Pika was quiet, so I peeked over at him. “Don’t get any ideas in your head, little brother. We have a plan already.”

“A plan that’s taking forever.”

I faced him and took his hands in mine. “We will get away from here, I promise. Brick and the other guys wouldn’t dare lay a finger on you.”

Pika scoffed, his expression bordering on anger. “You think I’m worried about myself?”

“Lower your voice.”

Pika got up and shut the dressing room door. “Brick is going to kill you one day, Kona.”

“He’s obsessed with me, Pika. He uses you to keep me in line because there’s nothing I wouldn’t do for you. But I’m really close to having saved enough to get us across the country and away from him and his crew.”

“He’ll hunt us down, Kona.”

I stood and went over to him, immediately wrapping him in my arms. “You listen to me. You know where the money is. If something happens to me, you take it and go.” I pushed back and stared into his brown eyes. “He won’t hunt you down.”

“I’ll never leave you, Kona.”

“You will if you have to.”

Pika opened his mouth, likely to argue, but I stopped him. “Now, go see if the others need help. I have to get my face on.”

His shoulders sagged, and he turned away and left. I shut the door behind him and took a deep breath.

I wished I’d never taken the help Brick had offered me five years ago, but at the same time if I hadn’t, who knew where Pika would be? I didn’t much give a shit about myself; I lived for my brother and would climb a ladder on fire if it meant keeping him safe.

It took longer than usual to get ready, and I was sweating a bit. I popped some painkillers one of the other queens had given me.

Stilettos and Sangria wasn’t your typical drag queen club, no. Brick wanted it to be special, different. We had a host, Ima Cummings, who’d been in this business for a while and was one of the best drag queens I’d ever seen. Every show started with a glorious number in which Ima would emerge and get things going.

Brick felt I was a shining star. Even once I’d explained that I wanted to be part of the numbers, he’d refused to listen. I was a headliner. I came out after the opening, after a few queens did their thing.

I didn’t think Brick had expected the love I got, because he often liked to tell me that if I took the makeup off for all my adoring fans, they might not be so impressed with what they saw. But as soon as he wanted his dick wet, he would tell me how beautiful I was, and everything you’d think someone would want to hear.

At first, I’d eaten up the praise; now it made me want to vomit.

I’d just zipped up my dress when there was a knock on the door.

“Come in.”

The door opened, and in walked Brick. He wasn’t at every show—usually he had one of his guys or a prospect in attendance. I swallowed, the weight of his stare making me queasy.

“Brick. I didn’t know you were coming tonight.”

His brown hair was in a ponytail, he wore faded jeans, a black T-shirt, and of course his cut. As president of the Dead Kings, he wore his power like a piece of clothing. His beard was trimmed, sort of like a goatee, but he changed it up sometimes. And he had a smug smile as though he knew how walking into my dressing room affected me.

“Surprise, little flower.” He inched closer and I wanted to step back, but if I did I’d pay a painful price.

“Now, don’t go smudging me, Brick. I gotta be on soon.”

He held his hands up in surrender. “I wouldn’t dare.”

In this moment, with my hair, makeup, tucked and sucked in, a glittering dress sliding over my skin, I wasn’t Kona Miller. I was Anita Pounding and like I’d have to do in front of an audience soon, I let her take control and gave Kona a break.

“I am loving this surprise, sugar, but if you distract me now, I’ll need to retuck.” I winked.

He chuckled darkly. “Don’t tempt me. I’m here because I heard Leo talking to Tank about a special party in the VIP section.” He stepped a little closer. “Cindy does the reservations, and it turns out you asked her to make it happen…makes me wonder.”

“Wonder what, darlin’?” Inside I was shaking, but Anita was fearless—she’d think of something.

“Who these guys are. A group of good-looking guys, here, in the VIP section…for you.”

I waved my hand and scoffed. “Not for me, sweet cheeks. They’re friends of Leo’s. He asked for a favor. I’m nothing if not accommodating.”

His brows furrowed a fraction. “So, you don’t know who they are?”

“Not in the slightest. But Leo never asks for a thing, and he puts up with a lot.” I shrugged. “I didn’t see the harm, and they paid.”

“Huh.” He narrowed his gaze. He was searching for the lie, and ninety-nine percent of what I’d said was the truth. Only thing was, I knew they had done a favor for Leo, helped him out. I didn’t want Brick knowing anything about that and choking it out of Leo.

“Anything else, my king?” He loved that nickname the best, and a blooming smile spread across his stupid face.

“No…I’ll let you finish. See you out there.”

When he left, I released a breath I hadn’t known I was holding. I shook it off—I had a show to do, and I couldn’t worry about Leo’s friends or Leo right now.


CHAPTER THREE


ANGEL


I wanted to do anything other than what we were all about to do. I’d never been into clubs. Too many people, the smells, the loudness—none of it appealed to me. But anytime I’d voiced that I’d sit it out, it had turned into a thing, so I’d deal.

I wore what I’d wear anywhere, which only got me a stink-eye from JJ. The others didn’t care. Hell, my brothers weren’t wearing anything special, and I wasn’t sure why I was being singled out.

Phoenix and JJ were by far the most excited. Apparently, Anita Pounding was amazing, and this show was impossible to get into. I’d usually throw a text to Two telling him what I was doing and he’d probably say something like, “Bet you wish you were in a psych ward like me, huh?”

He wasn’t really in a psych ward, but he’d been watched and cared for when he was here. They’d let him have a phone but before he left with his family, he’d handed it back to me, smiled, and said, “I have to leave it all behind in order to rebuild, Angel.” It was the last thing he’d said to me.

“Hey!” Gabe shook my arm. “Did you hear me?”

“No. And touch me again—see what happens.”

He rolled his eyes. “We need to take two cars; there are too many of us. Want to drive one? I’ll drive the other.”

“Sure.”

On our way out, I passed the long mirror by the front door. Black jeans, burgundy shirt. My beard was trimmed, my skin…I was blessed. Two had once told me it was sinful how handsome I was and that if he were gay he’d totally try his hand. My dark-brown skin was even and flawless, I had no hair on my head—by choice, I liked it that way—and yeah…I looked good.

“When you’re done being vain, could we maybe make it to this show?” JJ appeared behind me in the mirror.

“If you’re in my car, I might drive us off a cliff.”

“You’d die too.”

I turned around and smiled. “It’s a price I’m willing to pay.”

JJ pursed his lips. “I’m going in Gabe’s car,” he shouted as he exited the house, and I followed behind him.
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We had the option of parking an insane number of blocks away or paying a ridiculous amount of money to use the club’s valet service. No one wanted to walk forever to the car after the show, so we opted for the valet.

Once we were all at the entrance, JJ handed the bouncer a glittery red ticket with VIP written in golden cursive across it. He unhooked the rope, and we walked in. JJ and Phoenix were talking a mile a minute, pointing out the club’s features.

It was fancy…I wasn’t one for flowy words but what I’d expected, which was a typical club, was a black stage, scattered tables, a bar, and maybe a curtain and some lights.

This was not that. First of all, there was a gigantic chandelier in the middle of the house. I would not want to be the one to clean it; there had to be thousands of crystals on it.

The tables had white linen, and the chairs were gold and red. The booths matched the tables. The bar was a deep wood—maybe oak, I wasn’t sure—trimmed with gold and had liquor lined up on the shelves behind it.

There were stairs and a woman whose name I didn’t catch guided us to the VIP section, and it was insane.

It smelled like roses, which surprised me. There was a large round table with a red velvet booth on one side and chairs on the other. You could see the stage perfectly, and there was no doubt the performers would also see us.

My assumptions of this club had been completely wrong, and when I sat on the comfortable chair and was handed a drink I didn’t order but was exactly what I would, I decided I’d keep my mouth shut and enjoy the night.

“How’d they know what we’d want?” Mason asked as he sipped his appletini.

“Oh.” JJ placed his cosmopolitan on the table. “When you’re VIP, they send you a questionnaire, and one of the questions is what drink each party’s favorite is. They supply the first one for free to VIPs.”

“Hmm…that’s pretty smart.” I looked at my Jack and ginger and then at JJ. “How’d you know all our favorites?”

JJ smirked. “I pay attention.”

While everyone talked and laughed, having a great time, I scanned the club. Typical people out for a fun night drinking and eagerly waiting for the show to begin.

Across from us, on the other side of the club but in a different VIP section, was a problem. The Dead Kings took over that entire side. They weren’t acting like the animals they were around town—they were sitting, drinking, calm.

I leaned closer to JJ. “Who owns this club?”

He shrugged. “Don’t know. Why?”

I jutted my chin in the direction of where the MCs were sitting. “Because I can’t think of an establishment in this town that would treat the Dead Kings as VIPs unless they owned it.”

JJ followed my line of sight, and his shoulders slumped. “Let’s just get through the night, enjoy the show. If they own it, they won’t want to trash it.”

I was sure he was right, but I didn’t trust them. I sat back and took in each face, memorizing them individually. My eyes snagged on someone who was looking directly at me. I couldn’t read his cut from here to see what rank he was, but from the angry expression on his face, he didn’t like me observing them.

I sipped my drink and averted my gaze to the stage. The lights started to dim—it was showtime.

“Hello, ladies and gents, boys and girls, misfits and teachers’ pets. Welcome to Stilettos and Sangria!” The voice boomed as lights glided over the stage.

Then, the curtain opened, and I swore I’d transported to Vegas. Women appeared. I thought they were women, I honestly wasn’t positive if drag shows also used women…

Oh, God. Was I being ignorant? I’d ask JJ later.

They fanned out in colorful costumes of glitter and feathers and began doing amazing choreography to P!nk’s “Trouble.”

When they parted, a tall drag queen in a long red sequined dress, big black hair, and perfect makeup walked to the center of the stage. She had a microphone that matched her dress and while she didn’t sing, she did dance with the others.

The song ended in a flourish, and the house erupted in applause. Everyone stood, cheering for the spectacular display.

“Amazing!” Phoenix shouted. He was a dancer, and if anyone could appreciate the hard work this took, it would be him.

“Welcome, welcome, you beautiful people. What a gorgeous crowd we have tonight.” She snorted. “Well, not as gorgeous as me, of course!” There was a wave of laughter. “For those new to Stilettos and Sangria, I’m your extraordinary host, Ima Cummings. And those who have been here before, your restraining orders are on the way.” More laughter.

She went on for a good five minutes, and I could admit that by the time she introduced the next drag queen, my cheeks hurt from smiling. Maybe this would be a great night after all.


CHAPTER FOUR


KONA


Each queen did one song, and after their sets were completed, I would perform three numbers. I was supposedly the main attraction, but Brick would be surprised to learn that the audience loved us all and for some, I wasn’t their favorite. If I mentioned that to him, he’d vow to track each patron down and make them change their mind.

There was a time I’d found the possessiveness hot. He’d made me feel wanted, but then it had turned ugly, violent, and cruel. Now when I saw him being an asshole, I was nauseated. I’d tried to get him to leave the people in this town alone, their stores, their opinions. All that had earned me was a day in bed nursing bruises and dizzy spells.

“You’re on in three,” Dazzy, the backstage manager, informed me.

“Thanks, darlin’.”

I took one more look at my reflection in the mirror. My platinum-blond wig was perfectly coiffed; my makeup was precise and dazzling. I ran the palms of my hands along the sides of my silver floor-length dress, sticking my leg out through the slit. My shoes glittered, my nails shone; I was ready.

Some queens lip-synched, and that was totally okay because they owned it every time. I had on occasion also lip-synched. However, I’d learned my range, figured out what female artists I could match, and molded my brand around them. I had dabbled with original songs, but Brick and I had gotten into an argument one night about me messing up a good thing at the club with my mediocre songs. It had ended with him lighting all my notes and music on fire.

I still wrote, but I hid it, and hopefully someday I’d get to sing one of the songs. Until that happened, Cher, Miley Cyrus, and a few other ladies would be my show.

I stood on the mark behind the curtain while Ima was embracing her realness on stage. I breathed to center myself and to make sure I slayed.

I gripped my microphone, which had a button to make my voice turn slightly robotic when I needed it to.

“Are you all ready to gag?” Ima shouted. “Many of you came from all over for this hunty queen!”

The audience cheered so loudly, I felt it in my bones. It lit me up inside and made me vibrate. I lived for this shit.

“Well, get on your feet then, and let her hear you!”

The applause intensified, and it centered me. I was ready.

“Here she is, Anita Pounding!”

The opening notes of Cher’s “Take It Like a Man,” filtered through the speakers. I lifted my microphone to my lips, posed, and let the light shine on me as the curtain opened. Instead of Cher’s voice, it was mine—and within two seconds, I had them all eating out of the palm of my hand.

I’d found that every person who came to this show—well, most of them anyway—wanted the attention of one of the queens. Knowing that, I made sure to always look into their eyes, wink at some, and on occasion plop on a lap or two while I sang.

They ate it up, and though Brick had stated several times that he didn’t like it when anyone touched me, his VP did explain that it was part of the show—if he wanted it to be lucrative, he had to let me perform. It wasn’t as if I were going to fuck someone on stage, after all.

Once the song was done, I beamed. People were standing and cheering, and it took a minute to quiet them down. It never failed to tug at my heart that they loved being entertained by me.

“Well, aren’t all of you just the sweetest?” I narrowed my eyes at a gentleman in the front row. He looked as average as could be. Nothing shifty about him, so it made this even more fun. “Except maybe you.”

He shook his head. I could see his blush from here.

“What’s your name, you little morsel?”

He shouted, “Brian!”

“Okay, Brian, and what do you do for a living?” Someone came over with a microphone and held it to his mouth so the audience could hear.

“I’m an accountant.”

Oh, yeah. He was as average as average got. “What brings you to Stilettos and Sangria tonight, Brian from accounting?”

“I’m a huge fan of this show. I’ve been here once before, and I wanted to take my girlfriend for our anniversary.” He motioned to the woman beside him, who didn’t appear to love the spotlight on her. Too bad.

“And what’s your name, girlfriend of Brian?”

“M…Molly.”

“Aren’t you precious,” I cooed. “Molly, love, tell me what is it you do?”

I expected teacher, maybe nurse, but nope. “I own Under Abreast.” That was a sex shop downtown, and my eyes widened.

“Oh…” The audience laughed. “I did not see that coming…but I bet Molly sees a lot of things coming, don’t you?” I smirked.

She giggled, and I wanted to know more about this relationship, but staying on one person for too long was never good.

“We’ll talk after the show.” I waved my hand and the next song kicked on. “Bad Romance,” by Lady Gaga had everyone out of their seats, and it was as if their cheers shot life into me.

I moved around that stage flawlessly, made eye contact, smiled, simpered, did everything the people craved. My gaze rarely shot to the upper level because Brick and his guys always sat there but halfway through the song, it was as if something were burning into the side of my face, and I glanced left.

Not to sound clichéd, but my eyes locked with the most gorgeous man I’d ever seen. He watched me unblinkingly. His dark skin somehow shone in the shadows, and his full lush lips screamed to be sucked. I’d bet money that if he stood his body would be a canvas of sin, but it was the way he watched me that had my skin on fire. Lust. He was practically undressing me with his eyes and if there wasn’t anyone here, I’d probably let him.

I had a hard time pulling my attention from him, but I also didn’t want Brick noticing. Sure, he’d get angry at me for showing even an inkling of want toward anyone else, but I didn’t want Brick to take it out on this guy.

Once the song was done, I picked on a few more patrons, trying very hard not to look to the left, but I also didn’t look to the right, where I knew Brick was.

“To close off this sickening show…and it was the best you’ll ever see, I’m bringing out all the queens.” I lifted my arms in the air. The curtain opened, and they all filled the stage just as Miley Cyrus’s “Party in the U.S.A.” started. While some of the girls only lip-synched, the background vocals would run through the speakers.

It was the perfect song to close off the show, and though Brick hated when I drew attention from my performance for the others, I didn’t give a fuck. These girls were fire and deserved the same amount of attention I received.

The house was jumping, singing along, and having the best night of their life. By the time the song concluded, I was out of breath.

We thanked the audience and right before I slipped behind the curtain, I glanced up and to the left one more time. He was still watching me. It was foolish, but I shot him a quick wink and walked off to my dressing room.


CHAPTER FIVE


ANGEL


I was a proud bisexual man. I loved both the female body and the male body. Many times I’d watch couples meandering along the street hand in hand and admire them, thinking I’d totally be with the guy or the girl. But Anita Pounding enamored me in a way that also confused me. Was I in awe of the queen or the man beneath the queen? What did this mean?

“You okay?” Mason gently tapped my arm.

“Yeah, why?”

He chuckled. “The show is over, but JJ said that as VIPs we can stick around and talk to the performers if they come out.”

A chance to speak with Anita, I couldn’t say no to that. “Sounds good.”

Apparently, we had to go down to the lower level, where a select few of the general audience had been asked to stay, like that guy Brian and his sex-shop-owning girlfriend. We were given drinks, and we waited.

“Did you all love the show?” Leo, who was the bartender here—we’d helped him out once upon a time—was smiling.

“It was fantastic!” JJ gushed, and he and Phoenix regaled him with their favorite parts.

My eyes kept scanning the room, waiting to see Anita exit. Would they come out in their costume or dressed as they did every day? I found I was excited to see the other side of Anita just as much.

We ended up waiting half an hour for anyone to come out, and it turned out some queens were still in drag —those with the elaborate costumes were still in them, but others weren’t. I couldn’t spot Anita, so it made me wonder which man she was.

I knew she’d seen me, and that wink had set my body on fire, so there was no doubt she’d recognize me, and I’d watch for that.

“Fuck,” Gabe groaned from beside me and I turned to him only to follow his line of sight to the Dead Kings.

They lounged around at the bar like they owned the place, and I realized that was likely true. I’d be digging into that…well, I’d ask Nick and Noel to. Because fuck computers.

Two men walked out. One was quite tall with short, blond hair—good-looking, but in no way was that Anita. My gaze slipped to the shorter man beside him. He had long, dark, gorgeous hair, tanned skin, and brown eyes. On anyone else would probably be ordinary, but the second they met mine across the room it was like seeing a full moon on a clear summer night. Breathtaking.

He smiled softly but glanced away quickly, almost as if he didn’t want to be seen ogling anyone. He went over to Brian and Molly and sparked up a conversation, and I simply watched his every move, mannerism, and when his head flew back and he released a belly laugh, I found myself chuckling.

“You appear smitten,” JJ whispered in my ear.

“Smitten? Who says that anymore?”

He nudged my arm. “I do, dickweed. I just said it, didn’t I?”

“Whatever. He’s a beautiful man; I’m not blind.”

JJ snorted. “Okay, well, try not to drool on him if he comes by.”

I rolled my eyes, downed the rest of my drink, and walked to the bar to drop the glass off. I’d had two the whole night and since I was driving, that was all I’d have.

“I don’t think we’ve met,” a rough deep voice spoke from next to me, and I looked beside me. I knew who he was, but he likely had no clue who I was.

“I don’t believe we have. I’ve seen your club riding through town, though.” I begrudgingly shook his hand. “I’m Angel Saint.”

“I’m Brick, the president of the Dead Kings MC.”

I was certain Brick wasn’t his birth name, but who knew these days? Names were getting stranger and stranger.

“Nice to meet you. You come to this show a lot?” In my gut I knew he owned the place, but I wasn’t going to mention that.

“Whenever I can; I own the club.”

It took a lot of effort but I acted surprised, smiled, and played the typical thrilled person. “Oh, wow! That’s incredible. Well, you have a great club, and the show was spectacular.”

The side of his mouth kicked up but his eyes were assessing. “You’re friends of Leo’s?”

“Yeah.” We didn’t talk about clients, so if he told Brick we were friends, that was what we’d be. I wasn’t going to correct him.

He peeked over his shoulder in the direction of Anita, who was now talking to another couple but flicked his eyes our way a few times.

“What did you think of the show?”

Again, I smiled. “Wonderful. My brothers and I were highly entertained.”

Brick huffed. “Do you have a favorite queen?”

That felt like a trick question, a trap, and I wasn’t falling for it. “You have to be joking. The talent on that stage was all impressive.”

He lifted his hand and beckoned—that was the best way to describe it—for Anita to join us. Once he arrived, Brick wrapped his arm around his waist and possessively tugged him closer. I didn’t miss the way Anita winced at the jolt.

“Hard to tell out of makeup, but this is Anita Pounding.”

I beamed at him and held out my hand trying to come off as the big fan. “Oh wow, you’re spectacular.”

He slipped his hand in mine, and it took everything in me not to tug him to me and away from Brick.

“Thank you, that’s really lovely to hear. I’m Kona most of the time.”

Kona. What an interesting name. It fit him too.

“Good to know. I’m Angel.”

Kona smirked. “Nice to meet you, Angel. Did you and your friends like the show?”

“They’re brothers,” Brick corrected. “These are Leo’s friends.”

Kona tried to play it off like he didn’t know that, but there was something in how he gazed at my brothers that told me he knew.

“How great. I’m so glad we were able to get you all here. Leo is such a wonderful guy and works so hard. We were happy to accommodate.”

Kona might have been, but judging by Brick’s expression, he wasn’t as thrilled.

“If you have a moment, I have two people who were blown away by tonight and excited. Would you be willing to say hello?”

He didn’t give Brick a chance to answer. He pulled away from the MC prez and nodded. “Of course.”

I could have sworn Brick growled but as soon as Kona followed me, I brushed it off. When we were in front of JJ and Phoenix, I introduced Kona to them and the two of them well and properly gushed, making Kona blush beautifully.

“I’m a ballet dancer, and I was taken aback by how much goes into these shows,” Phoenix said, and Kona began asking him a ton of questions about his dancing.

I turned to my right and sure enough Brick was glaring—like trying to light me on fire glaring. He wasn’t buying a thing I was selling, and I knew with every fiber of my being that the Dead Kings were going to be a huge problem for us.


CHAPTER SIX


KONA


Once the last patron left for the night, Brick gripped my arm and dragged me out the club through the back exit. He didn’t speak, just thrust his spare helmet at me and got on his bike, expecting me to do the same. He was pissed, and it clearly had something to do with me.

Pika had gone to the clubhouse with one of the prospects earlier. He wasn’t a fan of mingling with people he didn’t know, and since he was underage it was frowned upon. I only hoped he’d be asleep when we got there—last time Brick and I’d had a fight he’d come barreling in and tried to get between us. Brick had just glared at him and said he wasn’t above marking him up either.

I didn’t want that for my brother. I wrapped my arms around Brick, and he took off. I’d heard the clubhouse was an old building, but I didn’t remember what it used to be. Brick had gutted it and made bedrooms for his guys, a living area with bar, and a room where they went to church. That was what they called MC meetings, church. Why, I didn’t know. but I was sure if I asked the reason would be dumb.

We reached the clubhouse, he shut the bike off, kicked the stand out, and smacked my leg. His kind gesture for me to get off. I did, removed the helmet, and ran my fingers through my hair while I offered it back to him.

“We’re gonna have a talk, Kona.”

I sighed. This could literally mean talk or a fight, and I was exhausted.

“Brick, I’m tired, it’s almost two in the morning. I need to sleep. Can we do this in the morning?”

He gritted his teeth and surged forward, grabbing my upper arms in his thick hands. “I don’t give a fuck if you’re tired. I don’t like being played, Kona, and I think you played me.”

I rolled my eyes, ignoring the bruising pain his grip made. “How’d I play you?”

He released me and I stumbled a few steps, the bike the only thing stopping me from falling on my ass.

“Those VIPs tonight, friends of Leo’s, you said.”

“Yeah, because they are.”

“You seemed very smitten with the black one.”

My eyes narrowed and I pointed at him, fury filling my veins. “Don’t be like that. One, I don’t cheat, and two, I don’t want to hear your racist bullshit, Brick.”

He slapped my hand away and in a flash had my throat in his grip. “You don’t tell me how to be. Who was that guy?”

“Ask Leo,” I croaked. It was hard to breathe let alone speak.

He kept me like that for a few more seconds before dropping me onto the ground. He hovered over me. “I’m gonna do just that, and so help you if I find out you’re lyin’.”

He stormed off and I rubbed my neck, trying to calm down and get air in my lungs.

I could hear the rumbling of motorcycles in the night, and I didn’t want to be in the dirt once the rest of the MCs arrived. I stood and hastily made my way to the back of the clubhouse.

Pika and I shared a room with our own bathroom most of the time, and I’d gotten Brick on a good day when he was talking to the builders and asked if I could have a separate entrance.

Once in the room, I could see Pika was asleep. I was glad I didn’t have to stay with Brick…well, not all the time. If he was angry with me, I’d stay here. Anytime he wanted a fuck, I stayed with him.

I was under no delusions that he was faithful. He could scream at me about cheating, but he did it all the time with his hang-arounds…fucking hypocrite. But I didn’t care even a little. If he was fucking someone else, he wasn’t bothering me. As it was, whenever we had sex I showered the second I could as if I were disinfecting after walking through a radiation plant.

I braided my hair so it wouldn’t knot, tossed on boxers and a T-shirt, and slid under the covers. I stared at the ceiling and thought about the man at that club…Angel. He’d really gotten under Brick’s skin, and I didn’t know why he was so suspicious of him and his group. Honestly, I saw some of them; they weren’t small. They’d maybe be able to give the Dead Kings a run for their money.

I sighed and rolled onto my side. I could only hope someone would come and wipe these motherfuckers off the face of the earth. Then I could get the money I’d saved and run far from here with Pika. It was the last thought I had before I fell asleep.
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The following morning I woke with a sore throat, thanks to Brick. With a show tonight, I had to make sure it didn’t affect my singing. I checked my neck out in the bathroom mirror. It was bruised and it would take me longer to get concealer on it, so I would need to leave time for that.

Pika wasn’t in the bedroom, so he’d either gone to get food in the kitchen, or he was taking one of his long walks. He hated hanging out with the other bikers. They were crude and a few of them showed interest in Pika. At fifteen that was vile, and I told Brick if anyone laid a hand on my baby brother, I’d chop their hands off and suffer the consequences.

I showered, dressed, and tossed my hair up into a messy bun on the top of my head. I had to run out to get some more foundation to hide the new marks, and I wasn’t leaving Pika here. As I stepped out of the bedroom, I grabbed a silk scarf to cover my neck.

In the kitchen, Pika was sitting at the table and eating some cereal.

“Morning.” I smiled and ruffled his hair.

“Good morning.”

“I have to go get some makeup, you wanna come?”

He nodded and brought his bowl to the sink. “I don’t want to stay here.”

“I’ll grab the keys for the truck and meet you outside.”

Brick let me drive, but only the truck, and I’d have to ask him for the keys. I hoped he wasn’t going to give me a hard time, but if he did I’d fucking walk.

Pika went toward the bedroom, likely to get shoes on, and I moved to where Brick was sitting on a couch surrounded by his crew and some scantily-clad hang-arounds.

“Can I have the keys to the truck, please?” I batted my eyes and pretended to be flirtatious.

“Where you goin’?” He cocked his head and glared at me.

“I need to get more makeup, and since I have a show tonight, I have to be sure I have the right stuff.”

“You can’t go alone.” He smirked.

“I’m going with Pika.”

He snorted, and a few of his crew laughed. “He’s a kid; he can’t help you if there’s a problem.”

I scrunched my face and blew a raspberry. “What problem? This town is peaceful. The only time something goes tits up, the Dead Kings are involved.”

In hindsight, that hadn’t been a smart thing to say. Brick rose from his seat and crowded me. “What did you say?”

“I’m just saying no one has it out for me. I go places all the time, and no one has attacked me.”

He gripped my bad shoulder, and I hissed. “You’re flappin’ your mouth a lot more lately. Maybe I need to shove something in it, so we don’t hear the shit you’re spewin’.”

“It’s makeup, Brick.” I took a breath and smiled. “I’ll be home right after.”

“Ah, just let him go, Brick. We gotta drive to the next town over for a pickup anyway.” Tank spoke up with a bored expression.

Brick released me, and my shoulder throbbed. “Get your shit and come right back.”

“I have to rehearse before the show and get in costume. I’ll return to get some things, but I can’t stay here all night.”

He growled in frustration, knowing I was right. “Fine, fuck.” He poked me in the chest. “You’re in my bed tonight.”

I swallowed down the bile that rose in my throat. “Of course, Brick.”

When I got to the truck, Pika could tell something was wrong but said nothing. I just wanted to get my makeup and pretend that for one day, this wasn’t my life.


CHAPTER SEVEN


ANGEL


It had been a week since the show at Stilettos and Sangria, and I couldn’t get Anita…Kona out of my head. Two had been the only one who’d occupied my thoughts as much. While he was never far from my mind, as of late it was Kona most of the time.

He—or they…I wasn’t sure but hoped I’d get the chance to ask—was definitely with Brick of the Dead Kings. They were very bad news, and I was having a hard time believing Kona was like that. Honestly, I didn’t know enough about him to be positive. I could hope.

“Why are you in the tech room?” I peeked over the monitor to where Noel was staring at me with wide eyes.

“What do you think? Isn’t this where people come to research shit?”

“Nick!” Noel shouted. “Angel is using technology unsupervised, code red!”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” I muttered and continued to scroll through the article I’d been reading.

“What the hell?” Nick joined his brother, and now they were both watching me. “Angel, brother, please step away from the keyboard.”

“The keyboard is that thing in front of you with letters and numbers on it,” Noel added.

“I may not know how to code and do all the techno-shit you both do, but reading an article isn’t rocket science.” I shook my head and tried my best to ignore them.

“Did he say techno?” Nick asked.

“That’s a type of music; we’re doomed. Is everything backed up if he happens to delete it all?” Noel whispered.

“Yeah. After the time Gabe thought he was backing out of a program but instead erased three hours of coding, I created the Stupid Brother Backup Protocol that immediately engages anytime the computer is turned on.”

That got my attention. “Did you really do that?”

Nick nodded. “You’re all like gremlins in this room. Destructive, careless, and not very bright.”

“I almost became a doctor, shit for brains—I’m able to do the basics of a computer.”

Noel hummed. “If I break a leg, I’ll call you. I won’t go ahead and try and set it myself.” He motioned to the workstation I was on. “I don’t do your thing; why are you doing ours?”

They were dramatic. “Didn’t both of you say we all needed to do more and not rely on you two all the time?”

“That was before we realized you were unteachable,” Nick answered.

I waved them away and returned to an article that had Kona in it. The reporter had raved about Kona’s show down in Tucson, Arizona a year ago. There was no mention of Brick or the MC.

“What are you even doing?” Noel moved closer, and I backed out of everything.

“Nothing.”

He smirked; Nick snorted. “You know we can find out, right?” Noel waggled his eyebrows.

I sighed. They were exhausting. How Matt and Phoenix tolerated them was beyond me. “Fine. I was doing research on the Dead Kings. They’re causing a lot of problems in the area, and it was worth pursuing. I wasn’t going to do anything without a vote.”

“Uh-huh.” Nick came over to me, clicked a few buttons, and the last article I was reading popped up. “And it has nothing to do with that fine piece of man?”

“What fine piece of man?” Matt stormed into the room, and I’d normally take great joy in watching Nick flounder, but I also didn’t want to be here for the drama.

“No, you came in at the end of something, babe.” Nick rushed to Matt. “It’s Angel.”

Matt’s brow furrowed. “Angel’s the hot piece of man?”

“Gross,” Gabe said as he walked past the door—not stopping, just tossing out his unwanted opinion.

“No!” Nick groaned. “He’s looking up a guy, and I was just teasing him.”

“Is that right?” Matt pursed his lips and he met my eyes. “Is he lying?”

“Uhhh…this is a trust thing in your relationship, Matt. I’m not getting involved.”

“The drag queen from the club, he was checking him out.” Noel, of course, came to Nick’s rescue but…

“Oh!” Matt rounded on Nick. “You thought Anita Pounding was a hot piece of man?”

“Shit,” Noel whispered.

“No. First off, he was looking at Anita as Kona.” Nick was just burying himself further, and I wanted away from all this.

I stood. “Listen, Matt. These twin rejects fuck around more than they do anything else.”

“Fuck and you.” Noel glared.

“They tease me, relentlessly. It’s abuse, really.” I shrugged and decided I was leaving.

“So you do like Kona?” Matt asked, but I refused to answer and walked out.

I should’ve known that wouldn’t be the end of it. As I entered the kitchen Matt, Nick, and Noel were on my heels. My mistake was in not going to my room, because JJ was in the kitchen with Mason and if either of them got wind of what Matt was asking, I’d never get peace.

I tried to pretend I was alone. My intention was to grab a drink and move to my room. But fate had a different idea.

“Angel has the hots for the drag queen.” Matt smiled.

JJ’s eyes widened. “This is wonderful. I was just saying to Shep the other day that you needed to get laid.”

I’d have spit my water out had I been drinking. “Why are you talking to Shep about my sex life?”

“Lack thereof,” Noel said under his breath.

“And how would you know?” I snapped at him.

Phoenix chose that moment to enter the kitchen. Everyone had gone silent, and he eyed each of us.

“Hi?”

Noel went over to him and wrapped him in his arms. “We’re messing with Angel, nothing to worry about.”

Phoenix nodded. “Why?”

Noel shrugged. “He has heart eyes for Kona, that drag queen from Stilettos and Sangria.”

I pinched the bridge of my nose. I’d have bolted, but Phoenix and Noel were blocking my escape route.

“Oh!” Phoenix shouted excitedly. “I saw him the other day at Sephora. I was there with my sister and Lizzy. I needed some new eye stuff. He was there with his brother.”

That sparked my interest, but I didn’t want any of these guys to know that. They were like sharks—if there was a little blood in the water, they’d come swimming.

“Did you talk to him? I know you really loved the show.” Noel was grinning at Phoenix.

I understood why. Even though it was a year ago, he’d been the victim of a serial killer, held for three months in a shed and mentally abused. Fortunately, hikers found him and he was saved before The Broken-Doll Killer was able to carry out his sick end game. But for a while Phoenix had struggled.

“Yeah, I said hi and that I loved the show. It was Saturday, the day after, so almost a week ago. I haven’t seen him around since. He’s super nice. But I could tell something was wrong. I wasn’t gonna pry.”

“Wrong, how?” I asked.

Phoenix’s nose scrunched. “I could just tell, you know. Like, his smile wasn’t genuine, he was moving stiffly, there was no light in his eyes.” He whispered the last part. “I could be reading into it, though. Maybe he was uncomfortable talking to me.”

“I’m not sure about that.” Mason walked over to the coffeepot to refill his mug. “After my attack, I saw people differently. I sometimes saw myself.”

“I get that.” JJ nodded. “You totally can see the silent struggle in others if you’ve lived through it yourself.”

Both JJ and Mason had suffered at the hands of monsters, and I didn’t doubt they were right.

“Kona is connected to the Dead Kings. Do you think there’s an issue there?”

Everyone turned to look at me, all with different expressions.

“What?” I snapped.

Nick held his hand up. “Nothing at all.” He glanced at Noel. “Maybe Noel and I can dig into it, though…you know, just to be a hundred percent certain there’s nothing nefarious going on.”

I nodded curtly. “That’s a good idea.”

I was positive there was something going on, and I was determined to figure out what it was.


CHAPTER EIGHT


KONA


Brick being gone for so long had been relaxing. He’d had a few runs, and the last had kept him away for three glorious days. The clubhouse had a few prospects and two members, Franko and Lips. Both of them were generally quiet and never bothered me or Pika.

However, in the back of my mind I knew it wouldn’t last, and he’d return. Not knowing when was what kept me on my toes. Every sound of a motorcycle had me breaking out in a sweat.

“Wanna go out and get lunch?” Pika asked as I was finishing my hair.

“Sure, I’m free for the rest of the day. What were you thinking?”

He smiled, something he was doing less and less lately. “How about that sixties diner on Main? We’ve ordered from there, but I want to actually go in.”

“Love it, let’s go.”

The truck keys were on the hook and none of the MCs were around, so I left. Pika and I blared Taylor Swift through the speakers, windows down, and embraced normalcy all the way to the diner.

Once we pulled in, it was nice to see that it wasn’t very busy, which meant we wouldn’t be waiting for our food forever. But honestly, that wouldn’t be so bad since Pika was in such a great mood.

When we entered it was like being transported in time, and I couldn’t stop my delighted laugh.

The floor was black-and-white checkered, there was counter seating with chrome stools, and a classic jukebox that was playing “Surfin’ U.S.A.” by The Beach Boys. The waitresses—oh, my heavens, they were the cherry on top of the sundae. They wore A-line dresses that were functional and not cumbersome, so they could work. Each was a different color, but all had white aprons, nylons, black shoes, and a few had a light sweater.

Each waitress’s hair was some sort of sixties style. There were beehives, flipped bobs, and bouffants. It was perfection. The men wore little white hats, white button-down shirts with black bow ties, and pants. All of them also had white aprons on. It was a trip.

“How have we never come inside here?” Pika’s eyes were wide as he took in our surroundings.

“Welcome to Carl’s. How many today?” A blond waitress with a beehive smiled at us.

“Two, please.”

She grabbed the menus, and we followed her to a ruby-red booth.

“Can I get you all something to drink?”

“Oh! Can I have a chocolate milkshake?” Pika was practically bouncing in his seat. I sometimes forgot he was only fifteen and had grown up faster than he should have, so moments like this were rare.

“Absolutely.” She beamed and regarded me. “And for you?”

“Oh, hmm…” I liked to watch what I ate because my body had to fit into my costumes, and nothing was worse than discovering you didn’t fit in a dress two minutes before curtains up. But this was a special day. “Root beer float?”

“You got it, be right back with those.”

“This is so cool.” Pika was giddy as he read the menu. “Look at this food.”

I tore my gaze from my brother and read the menu. Tuna noodle casserole, pork chops, meatloaf. Of course there were cheeseburgers, fries—which was what Brick ordered from here—and a salad for me, but it was very old-fashioned food. Some modern ones still had this stuff but with these choices and the atmosphere, it felt like this was the only place on Earth that had it all.

The waitress delivered our drinks, and we ordered, then moaned as we took our first sips. Pika was telling me about something he’d watched this morning, when movement outside caught my attention.

Two men were getting out of a car, and I recognized one of them…Angel, I believed his name was. He was with a Viking of a man, and they were obviously having a serious conversation. I watched as they came closer to the diner and glanced away as they entered.

“Kona, you listening to me?”

“Huh, yes. Sorry, I just recognized someone is all.”

Pika scanned the room, but I could tell he had no idea. He’d gone home before I’d met Angel.

“Who?”

“Oh, no one important. Go on.” I waved him on, and he fell right back into the conversation.

Over Pika’s shoulder I saw the men approach the counter, appearing as though they were picking up an order. As the waitress walked away, the Viking guy checked his phone and Angel looked in our direction.

The way I was timidly peeking at them, it really just seemed as if I were facing Pika, and he couldn’t tell that I was watching them.

“So, it’s interesting,” Pika finished, and guilt hit me as I realized I’d pretty much tuned out. He smirked. “You totally weren’t listening.”

“Ugh. I’m a terrible big brother; I’m sorry.” I covered my face with my hand.

“What has you so distracted?”

I didn’t want to draw attention to us, and I could see that Angel kept glancing my way. He probably remembered me or was trying to place where he’d seen me.

“These two guys who entered, they were Leo’s friends. You know, the ones he asked if I could get tickets for?”

“Oh!” And to my horror, Pika turned his head to look.

“What are you doing?”

He faced me again eyes wide. “What? You are allowed to say hello to people in this town, you know.”

“Maybe.” It felt like Brick had eyes and ears everywhere, and there had been times I’d said hello to someone innocently and the next day I’d discovered Brick had broken their arm or leg, or had done something else to them.

I sat back, and Angel whispered something to the big guy and started over to me.

“Oh, my God. He’s coming here,” I whispered, and Pika chuckled.

“Kona, right?” His expression was serious, almost like smiling wasn’t a thing he did.

“That’s right. And you’re Angel, do I have that right?”

Oh, there was a small curve at the corner of his mouth. “Yeah.” He regarded my brother. “I don’t think we’ve met.”

Pika held his hand out because he was sweet like that. “I’m Pika, Kona’s brother.”

His eyes moved between us. “Yeah, I can totally see the resemblance.”

Pika giggled. “We both look like our mother.”

Angel nodded; then his attention was on me. “It’s funny—I haven’t seen you here, and now I see you twice within two weeks.”

Tilting my head, I regarded Angel. He really was a gorgeous man. Flawless brown skin, his eyes were like pools of obsidian, but there was a spark there that told me he wasn’t heartless; there was light in his soul.

“They say we don’t realize how often we cross people’s paths until we meet them.”

He hummed. “Makes sense. How long have the two of you lived around here?”

“A year?” I asked Pika, who nodded. “Yeah, but I’m usually at the club rehearsing. It keeps me busy.”

“I have no doubt. It’s gotta be hard.”

“It is, but I love it.”

“May I ask a question? And I apologize in advance if it’s too personal.”

I swallowed down the fear he was going to ask about the MC. I didn’t like to talk about them—Brick would kill me.

“You can give it a go, and if it’s too personal I’ll let you know.”

“Fair enough.” Still no smile but tiny lines formed in the corner of his eyes. “Do you prefer she, he, or they?”

Oh, that wasn’t what I’d thought he was going to ask. “That’s not personal, that’s actually sweet and respectful. When I’m in drag I go by she, but out of it, I’m he.”

“Angel!” The big guy called him over.

“Well, my order is ready. It was nice meeting you both, and hopefully we’ll see each other again.”

“Come to the show on Saturday,” Pika blurted. and I wanted to wallop him. He had no idea how suspicious Brick was of Angel. Pika thought the guy was nice and likely a fan.

“Um…” Angel’s gaze went from me to my brother. “Aren’t reservations impossible?”

Pika waved his question away. “I’ll put you on the list. Cindy, who does reservations, is always asking me to bring a friend or two.…I’m fifteen, I don’t really have friends whose parents let them come to the club…not to mention, even I’m not technically allowed in there.”

“Yeah, okay, I’d like that. Could I bring a friend?”

Did he mean a girlfriend or boyfriend? I didn’t vocalize it, and this was Pika’s invite.

“Yeah, sure. I’ll tell her there will be up to five, so if you wanted to bring more than one it’ll be cool.”

Angel nodded. “Sounds good. See you Saturday, then.”

He walked away and I would deny it later, but his ass was a masterpiece.


CHAPTER NINE


ANGEL


“I appreciate you taking me to the show with you.” Phoenix was an obvious choice to bring to Kona’s show. He was a huge fan, he didn’t annoy me, and he was truly grateful to be thought of.

“Well, I know if there’s anyone who would appreciate this the most, it was you. I’m just glad Noel didn’t want to come.”

Phoenix chuckled. “Why’s that?”

“He’s insufferable at times.” I said it lightly; I loved my brother. “And if he came, Nick would want to, then Matt…I wanted low key and not to take advantage of the invite by bringing too many.”

He nodded and stared out the window. “Someday you’ll have someone who will always be your first choice.”

Phoenix was sweet and sentimental. “I dunno, I’m good on my own.”

We turned onto Main and stopped at a light. “Can I ask you a question, Angel?”

I turned and noticed he was nervous. I didn’t want him to be afraid to ask me anything. “Always.”

“Um…I don’t really know a lot of the story. Noel tells me things sometimes, but there are things people should only ask those involved with the…” He sighed. “It doesn’t matter, I just wanted to know if you and that guy Two were together, and is that why you’re sad he’s gone?”

Two, who Phoenix had never met, had been with us for a short time before he’d transferred somewhere with people who could help him better than I could. He was never far, and I’d visited him a few times a week. He was so broken when I’d met him, and watching him come to life had felt like an honor.

“No, we were never an item or anything like that.”

“But you wanted to be?” Phoenix’s voice was timid, and while I didn’t like talking about this, I didn’t want to hurt his feelings.

“I’d hoped, but Two is very straight first of all, and even if he wasn’t, all he’d ever known until we found him was abuse, pain, and deceit. Aziza doesn’t know if he’ll ever truly be able to form a romantic relationship, but if he did it wouldn’t be for a long time.”

The light turned green, and we were a block from the club, and hopefully this conversation would end.

“Didn’t Four go through the same thing? He’s with Lizzy.”

I nodded. “Sort of. Four once explained that Two was higher up from him in rank and the things Two had to do were far darker than what Four did. To this day, I don’t even know all Two has been through.”

I pulled up to the valet again. It was misting outside, and I didn’t want to have to walk in a downpour later if that occurred.

Phoenix didn’t ask anything more and as soon as he stepped out of the car, his face lit up. I handed the keys to the valet and guided Phoenix inside. Noel had made me promise not to leave his side and then had threatened to chop off body parts of mine randomly over the course of a year if anything happened to him.

I approached the bouncer, who was the same as the other time. I didn’t have a ticket.

“Good evening, I’m Angel. Pika invited us.”

He read something on his tablet, nodded, and let us in. We didn’t sit in the VIP section this time, and that was okay. We were escorted to a table close to the stage.

“Oh, I love these seats so much better.” Phoenix was beaming.

“Good evening. Welcome to Stilettos and Sangria, is this your first time here?” A charming waiter in a black, skintight, tuxedo with sparkling-red bow tie enquired.

“No, second,” I answered.

“Wonderful. Can I get both of you a drink?”

I ordered soda because I wasn’t going to drink even a drop since I was responsible for Phoenix. He, on the other hand, ordered some colorful and sweet beverage that rivaled a bowl of fruit; it was like a sculpture.

“Mmm.” He offered it to me. “Wanna sip?”

“I’m good, thanks. You enjoy.”

The club was buzzing; people were getting settled into their seats. I glanced up to where the VIP sections were, where we’d sat last time. It appeared as if there was a birthday party or something, and on the other side there were a few of the Dead Kings, but I couldn’t see Brick. It didn’t mean he wasn’t there—just that I couldn’t see him.

Moments later, the lights dimmed and the stage lit up. The music began and I couldn’t place the song right away, but then as the stage filled with entertainers and the host, Ima Cummings, started lip-synching, I recognized it as one of JJ’s favorites, “Look What You Made Me Do,” by Taylor Swift.

Phoenix was bouncing in his seat and clapping like crazy. It was almost as entertaining as the show.

The performance came to a fabulous end, and every butt in the house was off their seats, cheering. Not wanting to look like I stood out, I joined everyone and even whistled.

Ima Cummings bowed with flourish and waited for the house to calm down.

“Thank you, darlings. I never get tired of that.” She winked at someone at the table beside us.

Her whole monologue was perfection. Sarcasm, comedy, everything that made this show so popular. And while I was enjoying each performance, there was an itch somewhere in my mind and I wanted to push everyone off the stage and bring Kona out.

We sat through three other performances that were amazing, and Phoenix was more excited than I’d ever seen him. Hearing him laugh and seeing him smile was refreshing. I clicked a few pictures of him and sent them to Noel. Of course, because I live to make his life a living hell, I captioned it with, I bet you don’t make him laugh like this.

I put my phone in my pocket; ignoring him would upset him more. I almost cackled.

Finally Ima introduced Kona—well, Anita Pounding—and I thought it would start with a bang, but it didn’t. The curtain opened and there was a piano, a microphone, and Kona.

She was in a ruby-red dress, her platinum wig, and her makeup was perfect. She played one of my favorite songs. I knew she had no idea it was, but my heart genuinely began to ache as soon as her voice echoed through the club. There was only one Nina Simone, but she sang “Lilac Wine” like she owned it.

I hadn’t listened to this song since we’d buried Scarlett all those years ago. I couldn’t bring myself to hear it. She would sit on my bed and horribly sing Nina Simone as I played her music. After Scarlett was killed, just listening to Nina Simone had been suffocating.

I wasn’t feeling that way now. I was mesmerized by Anita’s performance, my chest heavy, but I could breathe.

When the last note was played, the house came alive again with a well-deserved standing ovation.

She stood from the piano bench, plucked the microphone from the holder, and moved to the front of the stage.

Her eyes scanned the room only to halt the moment she spotted me. Maybe I was crazy, but I swore her smile kicked up a notch. Perhaps it was wishful thinking. Either way, I was going to enjoy every second of Anita’s performance.


CHAPTER TEN


KONA


He came. I wasn’t sure if he would, and part of me hadn’t wanted him to. Brick was suspicious of the man even though I’d told him he wasn’t a threat or anything. He wasn’t here tonight, but there were a few of the MCs, and they’d be reporting my every move to him…just like always.

Once the show ended and I’d waved and bowed and thanked all the people, I went back to my dressing room to get out of costume. Some days it took longer than others, but that depended on the details of my creation.

Tonight, it was fairly simple. I’d chosen a floor-length ruby-red dress, my platinum wig, makeup, and some jewelry. The makeup would take the longest.

As I undressed, I thought perhaps I wouldn’t go greet anyone. I’d get an earful from Brick later, I was positive, but I’d rather him argue with me over not mingling with paying patrons than him accusing me of infidelity.

Of course, only VIPs and selected people were allowed to stay after the show but as Pika’s guests, they had to have been invited.

“Shit,” I snapped at my reflection.

“Glue not coming off?” Pika walked in ready to help me as always. He usually left immediately following my show, but I had a feeling he’d been told there were friends of his here.

“No, just stuck in my head is all.”

He sat in the chair beside mine. “Wanna talk about it?”

I smiled at him. I loved Pika more than anyone in the entire world. There wasn’t anything I wouldn’t do for him, and I knew he felt the same. Difference was, I wouldn’t let him sacrifice himself for me, ever, and if I explained Brick’s upset with Angel, he might foolishly say something to Brick, and I wasn’t sure how that would go.

“Nah, it’s nothing huge.” I tilted my chin toward the door. “You should go talk with your guests.”

He shrugged. “Yeah, I’ll go out with you.”

I placed my wig on its stand and shook my head. “Think I’ll skip that tonight.”

“You can’t. You’ll upset your fans, and I know you hate that. What’s got you so weird right now?”

I sighed and grabbed the makeup remover. I should have known by now that I couldn’t get anything past Pika. He was fifteen and I tried to shield him from what I could, but he’d had to grow up too fast.

“I can’t be seen talking to that Angel guy.”

He jerked his head back. “What, why?”

I started rubbing my face, unable to look into Pika’s eyes. I stood up to Brick as best I could for what I wanted whenever he got controlling, but it never ended well, and I was getting tired. Seeing Pika’s disappointment in me would be too much.

I explained what had happened a couple of weeks ago and how angry Brick was with me, how I’d tried my best to convince him there was nothing and they were Leo’s friends. If Brick found out…well, I didn’t need to elaborate. I was sure Pika understood.

“Why didn’t you say something to me? I wouldn’t have invited him.”

I snorted. “Did you want me to say something to you in the middle of the diner?”

I could see his shoulders sag from the corner of my eye. “I’m sorry, Kona.”

“No.” I tossed the cloth I was using to the table and faced him. “Look at me.” He did, and I gripped his hands in mine. “I’m the one who’s sorry, Pika. After Mom died and they called me to care for you, I thought I would be able to. Nothing panned out and maybe, I dunno, maybe instead of running from DCF, I should have let them find a good place for you…a real home. I’ve messed up your life, and⁠—”

“Shut up,” Pika snapped. He never did that. “I’d rather sleep on the streets with you than be in some stranger’s home. I love you; you’re all the family I have left. You did what you thought was right, and I’ve never once been angry with you over it.”

“Mom would be so disappointed in me.”

He leaned closer, hugged me tightly, and I embraced him with all my strength.

“No, she wouldn’t be. She was proud of you and believed you’d find your dream. And you will. We’ll get out of here, and all your fans will follow. Brick won’t be able to touch us if we have protection.”

I pulled away. “Pika, when we run, we will have to hide. I can’t do this anymore. We don’t have protection, and whatever money I’ve stashed away will keep us fed and warm. I can’t hire protection.” I took his face in my hands. “My dream now is for you to fulfill yours. I’ll do whatever I can to make that happen.”

“I’ve been thinking about that.” Pika’s voice was so small.

“Thinking about what?”

He moved away from my grip and wouldn’t meet my eyes. “After Leo invited Angel and his brothers, I think they are, he told me they helped him out. So, I asked around and got nowhere fast. I hit walls and everything.”

“Okay…”

“So I went to Leo.” He held his hand up, stopping me from telling him how dumb that was. “No, I explained someone needed help and wondered if he knew how to go about asking them.”

My eyes widened. “The diner. You knew who he was the second you saw him, didn’t you? It’s why you invited him tonight.”

“I didn’t plan that. Leo actually told me to go to Saintly Sweets to talk to them. I knew who they were—yeah, I watched your show that week, saw them on the balcony. When he showed up at the diner, I thought it was an opportunity.”

I grabbed another cloth and went back to removing my makeup. “And what were you going to say to Angel tonight?”

“I was going to ask him for help. I get a good feeling about him. I really believe he can help us.”

With my makeup off, I stood and turned so Pika could unzip my dress. “Pika, I got us in this mess by asking Brick and his MC to help us. I’m not going to lean on another group of men.”

“They’re different.” He stood and helped me out of my dress. “I know it.”

I closed my eyes for a beat. “It’s not safe.”

“It’s never safe, Kona. We need to take a chance, though.”

I gripped his arms and stared into his hopeful eyes. “Leo told you how to find them, Saintly Sweets, so now we know. Let me do a little bit of digging on them before we throw ourselves at their mercy, okay?”

I could tell he hated that idea, but he’d listen to me. “Yeah, okay, Kona.”

“Great. Now let me finish getting changed. Go on out there and talk to them like you don’t want their help. I’ll be out there in a few.”

“Sure.”

Once he left the dressing room, I shut the door and slid down to the floor. My life was a mess, and my fifteen-year-old brother wanted to help. It was his life too, but I was so afraid that if it got back to Brick that Pika was asking someone other than the MC for help, it would get ugly.

I’d defend him with my life. Pika knew where my stash was, and I hoped if it ever came to that, he’d take the money and run and not do something stupid like try to avenge me.


CHAPTER ELEVEN


ANGEL


A lot of the performers had come out and talked to us. Even Leo had stopped by to say he was happy we’d come back. The only person who hadn’t greeted anyone was Kona. Pika walked onto the floor fifteen minutes ago, and I overheard someone asking where “Anita” was, and Pika said he was having a costume issue. I wasn’t buying it.

Three of the Dead Kings were leaning against the bar, watching each and every person. If any of them recognized me from the other night, I couldn’t tell.

“There you are!” Ima Cummings—whose name was Russell, I’d found out—declared as soon as Kona stepped onto the floor.

“Sorry, everyone, I had some issues. I didn’t mean to keep you waiting.” His smile appeared genuine, but I didn’t know him well enough to be one hundred percent sure that was his real smile.

Phoenix was so happy, I swore his face would split in two. After Kona went to each person, he finally stopped in front of me and Phoenix.

“So glad you could make it. Did you enjoy the show?” he asked.

“Oh, my God, it was brilliant. When you sang ‘Lilac Wine,’ I almost cried. You’re so incredibly talented.”

Kona chuckled lightly. “That’s very sweet of you to say. You’re a ballet dancer, though, right?”

Phoenix’s eyes widened. “You remembered?”

Kona snorted. “Of course I did. And I dare say that is a lot harder than this.”

Phoenix was shaking his head before Kona even finished talking. “No way. This is a lot more complex.”

They’d probably continue to go back and forth like this if I didn’t stop them. “I think you both work your butts off equally, and it shows in your beautiful performances.”

I was then graced with two beaming faces. Right…um. “So, anyway, I thought the show was amazing as well.”

Kona tilted his head, and a small crinkle formed above his brow. “Thank you, Angel.”

Over Kona’s shoulder I saw one of the Dead Kings approaching us. I could tell from the way one of them was staring at me that I wasn’t hiding my distaste for them from my expression.

“Kona, time to go. Brick’s asking for you.”

I didn’t miss how Kona winced at Brick’s name, or how his smile dimmed. “Right. Well, thank you both for coming.” He turned on his heel, and a second later he was gone.

“That was odd.” So, Phoenix had picked up on it too.

“You saw that, huh?”

He nodded. “I assumed he liked being with the MC, but I know when someone in the house says Noel’s looking for me, I light up. I don’t feel like I’m being marched to my funeral, and Kona didn’t appear too happy.”

I had to agree. I hummed. “Let’s get home; it’s late.”

I wasn’t sure what exactly I could do to help Kona without him asking and us voting. But I did know that the Dead Kings were causing this town—hell, the whole state according to my research—a lot of grief. Vandalism, threats, a few even claimed they were forced to give a percentage of their weekly profits to the MC. Not for protection but so the Dead Kings wouldn’t destroy their livelihoods. It wouldn’t shock me if that was how Brick dealt with everything—both business and personal.
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“What’s the difference between nautical miles and regular miles?” Gabe asked after Noel made some comment about nautical miles…and now here we were dealing with whatever this catastrophe would be. I just wanted to eat my waffles in peace.

“Nautical miles are slightly longer than land miles,” Noel answered, and judging by the blank look on his face, he believed that was the end of the conversation.

“Why?” Yeah, Gabe wasn’t going to accept that simple nonanswer.

“What do you mean, why?” Noel wiped his mouth. “It’s based on the Earth’s longitude and latitude coordinates.”

The whole table was now watching Noel and Gabe. We all knew this wasn’t going to be simple, and part of me was wondering why Noel had even bothered answering Gabe. It wasn’t like Gabe was dumb; he wasn’t. He was the guy you wanted to come find you if you were in trouble. He drove better than any of us in stressful situations, and more than once he’d led an operation. But certain things just didn’t compute with him. We all had those things that didn’t click.

“Don’t we have longitude and latitude on land?”

Noel rolled his eyes. “Gabe, really, are you just fucking with me?”

Gabe sighed and gritted his teeth. “No, what the fuck? Do you even know?”

“I do know. I literally just explained it.”

Gabe’s brows shot to his hairline. “Did you? Because that was a shitty explanation.”

“The answer was shitty?” Noel glanced at me for help but nope, I wanted no part of this. “Gabe, it’s the answer, though. It makes sense.”

“Does it, Noel?” Gabe turned to Mason. “Did that answer make sense to you?”

Poor Mason, he had a scoop of eggs halfway to his mouth and now he’d frozen, likely hoping by staying still Gabe wouldn’t see him.

“Mason?”

“Uh…” He placed his fork down. “Well, yeah, but I understand the difference.”

Gabe smiled. “Perfect, I’m sure you can answer this better than Tweedle Dum over there.”

“Me, dumb?” Noel shouted. “Me?”

Phoenix patted Noel’s arm. “Let it go. Mason’s got this.”

Mason did, in fact, not have this. He was a deer in the headlights. “Well, okay. So think of it like this. A nautical mile is defined as one minute of latitude, which is a unit of measurement for navigation on Earth.” His eyes were darting to each of us, but we weren’t jumping in. I was actually considering not finishing breakfast and running.

“A statute mile is land based, which is the unit of measurement that uses. It’s not directly linked to Earth’s coordinate system.”

I was watching Gabe’s face the whole time. He was trying to get it, but there was nothing.

“It doesn’t have to do with the fact that one is on the water and the other is on land?” he asked.

“No.” Mason grinned. “Pilots will use nautical miles also.”

And now he was completely lost. “But it’s called nautical, not aerial miles.”

JJ stood, his chair scraping on the floor. “Gabe, sweet cheeks. It just is. Some sciency people were all like, ‘Oh, so it takes fifteen minutes to go this distance in my car, but this in the water and in the air, so let’s name it something that is not the same as to not confuse people. It just is.” He picked up his plate and left the dining room.

“But I’m still confused,” Gabe whispered just as I was taking my last bite. I needed to start eating in my room from now on.

I was going to broach the subject about the Dead Kings, knowing Phoenix would back me up on how Kona had reacted to Brick’s name last night.

Phoenix had even wondered if Kona was maybe being hurt. The few times I’d seen Kona, he’d appeared physically fine, but I wasn’t dumb enough to think that meant nothing. Many abusers left marks where others couldn’t see.

The room began to scatter, and I realized I’d have to wait until later. Matt was headed to work. He was a physical therapist. Nick and Noel were going to some tech store a couple of hours away for something. Phoenix, JJ, and Mason were going shopping, and I believed the others were headed to Saintly Sweets for the day.

I was going to continue to do some digging into the Dead Kings. If I wanted my brothers to do something about them without anyone asking us to, they needed proof…and I’d give it to them.


CHAPTER TWELVE


KONA


My head was throbbing and anytime I moved, my stomach rolled. I’d been lying in bed with an ice pack over my eyes and chewing pain killers like they were M&M’s. I should’ve known Brick would be livid to find out about Angel. As predicted, he didn’t believe the fact that they were Leo’s friends at this point, especially once Cindy had told him Angel and Phoenix had been marked down as Pika’s friends.

I’d argued with him to talk to Leo. I’d told him how Pika and I had bumped into them around town, and Pika had thought it would be nice to invite them. It had all fallen on deaf ears. He wouldn’t believe a word I said.

The more I’d argued the angrier he’d gotten, until he’d grabbed me by the neck and slammed me against the wall not once but three times. The sole reason he hadn’t done it more was because Tank had stopped him. Not because he cared about me but because my body had left a dent in the wall.

I’d stumbled into my bed and passed out only to be roused by Pika, who’d been livid. He had been giving me pills, soup, and ice packs since then. He’d wanted to go talk to Brick to explain, but I’d begged him not to. Brick had never touched Pika, but when Brick got angry sometimes, I didn’t think even he understood what he was doing. It wasn’t an excuse, but it was as if one minute he was there, in the moment, and other times it was like looking into the eyes of a demon.

The door creaked open, and I couldn’t bring myself to see who it was. Maybe it was Brick wanting to apologize. He didn’t always, but sometimes he did. Maybe he wanted round two.

“Kona?” Pika whispered. “You awake?”

“Hmm?”

“Do you need anything?”

“I’m fine, thanks.”

I really just wanted to sleep and not wake up until my headache was gone and I didn’t feel dizzy. I likely had a concussion, and Pika wanted me to go to the hospital, but that would have made Brick even angrier.

“Okay. I’m going out for a little, but I’ll be back in a couple of hours. Want me to pick anything up?”

If it didn’t hurt so much, I’d whip my head around to stare at him incredulously. “Where the hell do you think you’re going?” Even the slight rise of my voice hurt.

“Into town to get something. My friend Baxter is picking me up.”

Who the fuck…?

“Who’s Baxter?”

“My friend…you rest, I’ll bring you something sweet.”

He knew I couldn’t argue and was taking advantage of that. I didn’t know who Baxter was. Pika couldn’t drive, and Brick didn’t usually care where Pika was unless he was with me, so I believed he’d have no trouble going anywhere without me…except Brick had eyes everywhere and while he didn’t much care where Pika went, it didn’t mean he wouldn’t find out.

I tried to sit up, but it was hopeless. As soon as I did. I was vomiting into the trash bin beside the bed. This wasn’t good. It was almost twenty-four hours; it should be subsiding soon. Yeah. I plopped the ice pack on my eyes again and let sleep claim me.
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I woke up to dark skies…it was night, and there were loud angry voices coming from somewhere in the clubhouse.

I lifted my head, happy that I didn’t feel like puking. I sat up, rubbed my temples, and looked around the room. Pika wasn’t here. With a weary sigh I stood, thirst and a full bladder being my driving force.

The yelling was ugly, and I assumed a prospect had fucked up. I went into the bathroom, cringed at my reflection, used the toilet, and immediately decided I needed a shower and to brush my teeth.

Once I was done, feeling marginally better, I wrapped myself in a towel, stepped out of the bathroom, and froze.

Brick was sitting on my bed and when he heard me, he turned. His gaze traveled the length of my body and where once upon a time it would have made me shiver with anticipation, now it repulsed me.

“Brick, what’s going on?”

He narrowed his eyes and didn’t speak for a second. I stood there wondering what was happening. My gut said nothing good.

“I had one of the prospects take out your trash—it reeked—and put clean sheets on the bed.”

I noticed then that they were different. “Uh, thanks.”

He patted the spot beside him. “Sit, Kona.”

I really didn’t want to, more so because all I had covering myself was a towel, and there was no way I was going to get it up for Brick right now. Saying no wasn’t an option, so I slowly made my way over and did as he asked.

He was so close, I could smell leather, tobacco, and bourbon. “You’ve been here all day.” It wasn’t a question but I nodded all the same. “Do you know where your brother was today?”

Shit. Fuck. “No. I was sleeping and throwing up most of the day, thanks to the lovely concussion you gave me.”

He had the decency to flinch, but it was short lived. “You know, Kona, I’m not sure what the two of you are playing at, but I’m not a dumb man. I’m not some weak person that doesn’t figure shit out and beat it into the ground if I don’t like it.”

“I’m well aware, Brick.”

“So then why would a fifteen-year-old boy think I was any of those things?”

What was he…? Suddenly the shouting from earlier was coming back to me. “Where’s Pika?”

“You don’t know where he was, you don’t know where he is…have you lost all control of him, Kona?” He lifted his hand and slowly slid it under my towel. “Do I need to keep your brother in check now like I do you?”

“Don’t you touch him. He’s fifteen!”

He squeezed my thigh so hard, there was no doubt there would be black-and-blue fingerprints there. “He went to talk to that Angel guy and his brothers today, Kona,” he growled. “You think I don’t know they own that shop Saintly Sweets?”

Of course that was where he’d gone. As soon as he’d seen the condition I was in, he’d used that as the reason to talk to them.

“I was craving something sweet; he was probably trying to surprise me.”

He snorted. “I’m not an idiot. I’m always watching you two. He’s never stepped foot in there before.”

I slammed my hand over his and forcefully removed his from my leg. “Where is my brother?”

“He’s with Tank.”

“Why?”

“Because I ordered it.” He clenched his fist. “I will knock sense into him if I have to. You and he are to stay away from those guys. Next time I see either of you near any one of them, I’ll make you both wish I’d left you on the streets.”

“I want to see my brother, Brick.”

“I’m thinking the two of you need time apart. Your rebellious ways are rubbing off on him. He’s an impressionable young man. Give him a few days with Tank, and I’m sure he’ll change his ways.”

I clenched my teeth, and with all the force I could muster, slapped Brick across the face. “Pika is untouchable, that’s the agreement we made. You fuck me, beat me, tear me down whenever you get the chance. And I stay, I put up with it because you keep Pika safe. But you’ve broken that promise, Brick. The one thing I held on to. The one thing that made me endure you.”

He slowly panned his head to face me again. A trickle of blood dripped from the corner of his mouth and a monster stared back at me.

“Endure me?”

“I want to see Pika.”

He gripped my arms, spun me and slammed me onto the mattress. My brain rattled unpleasantly but it was better than a wall.

“Maybe both of you need to remember where you’d be without me, without my generosity. You can go ahead and endure me from this room for a bit.”

“You can’t keep me prisoner.”

He leaned closer to me, his lips brushed against my ear. “I own you, Kona. I’ll do whatever I want.”

He got up fast and I tried to scramble after him, but he was too quick. He shut the door and when I went to open it, I realized I couldn’t.

“While you were in the shower, Lips put a deadbolt on the outside of your door. And don’t try to go out through the window. Someone will be sitting right under it. I’ll let Cindy know you’re sick and to cancel your shows this week,” he shouted from the other side of the door.

As soon as I heard his footsteps move away I collapsed on my bed, pressed my pillow to my face, and screamed.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


ANGEL


My phone kept vibrating in my pocket, but I couldn’t answer it. My hands were in sudsy water washing up some new medical equipment we’d gotten in. While growing up I’d wanted to be a doctor, but that was derailed when bigwig lunatics killed our foster parents and sister. We’d all had one focus and that had been to take them all out. By the time we succeeded, too much time had passed. Now, I just did what I could if someone was hurt here. There were limits to what I could do, however, and I tried to research and figure out new things.

“Shit,” I snapped the second my phone began vibrating again.

I pulled my hands out of the water, dried them quickly, and then took out my phone.

“What?”

“So pleasant,” Shep’s gravelly unamused voice hummed in my ear.

“I was busy, what’s so important you felt the need to keep calling?”

“There’s a kid at the shop, he came in and asked Lizzy if Angel was here. He seemed nervous, I dunno. She had him take a seat but you should probably come by.”

A kid? “How old is this kid?” I was already running up the stairs from the basement.

“Maybe fifteen, sixteen—not real sure. Looks familiar, though.”

I grabbed my keys and went to the garage. “Did he say what he wanted me for?”

“No, Lizzy just had him take a seat and she came and told me.”

“Okay, I’m in the car, be there soon.”

I got to the shop and entered through the back door. Shep was rolling dough and gestured with his chin.

“He’s out there, JJ is sitting with him.”

I moved to the front of the store and as soon as I saw Pika, I realized two things. One, of course this was the kid—I didn’t know any others aside from Heather and Andrew, but they were on the other side of the country with their aunt. The other thing was that something bad had happened.

“Pika?”

He and JJ turned to look at me when I called his name.

“Angel, hey.”

JJ stood, and walked away, squeezing my arm as he passed. I took his vacant seat and waited for Pika to talk.

“I know this is weird, me being here.”

“Is it weird?” I chuckled. “People come in here all the time. It’s a little weird you came in here asking for me. Truth is, I’m not here as much as my brothers would like.”

A ghost of a smile appeared on his face but his eyes were stormy, afraid.

“Pika, what’s wrong?”

He swallowed. His fingers were tapping the top of the table, and his leg was bouncing. “I…Leo said this is where to go if I needed help.”

“Leo, the bartender at the club?”

He nodded. “I asked once I knew you all got the reservation for helping him, or his friend.”

“Okay…” I didn’t want to say too much. We stayed under the radar because we didn’t advertise our services. Word of mouth was the only way, and the people we helped wanted to be just as anonymous.

“After last night’s show, Kona went back to the clubhouse, and Brick wanted to talk to him. There was a fight, and Brick did a number on my brother. He has a concussion, he hasn’t been able to get out of bed unless it’s to throw up. I helped him to the bathroom this morning to pee.”

I didn’t want to scare Pika, so I contained the burning rage that was coursing through my veins. “Does this happen a lot?”

“It didn’t used to.” Pika sighed. “After Brick first found us he practically coddled Kona, and was like a big brother. But that faded pretty fast. He became obsessed with Kona. Jealous over everything and would take it out on him too. He threatens to do shit to me all the time and it’s to keep Kona in line.”

Deep breaths, Angel. “What was the fight about last night?”

“You,” he whispered, unable to meet my eyes.

I kept my hands under the table so he didn’t see me clenching my hands. “Why me?” I steadied my voice—I didn’t want to scare Pika or make him run because of my temper.

“It’s my fault. I shouldn’t have invited you when we saw you at the diner—Kona told me afterward. I guess Brick was all suspicious of you and your brothers, and no matter how many times Kona explained he had nothing to do with it and that you guys are Leo’s friends, Brick didn’t believe him. But eventually he let it go.”

“And then me and Phoenix showed up last night, and he felt validated in thinking his original thought.”

“Yeah.”

So Brick was hurting Kona, and now Pika was here because he wanted help. “You came here because it’s where Leo said to come for help, and you want me to do what, exactly?”

“Kona has some money saved. He hoards whatever he can after the MC takes their cut. He was saving it so we could run someday but the truth is, even if we run, Brick will find us. Kona will never be able to be the entertainer he was born to be. We wouldn’t have a life.”

That wasn’t explaining what he wanted from me exactly. “You have to be more specific in what you’re asking of me, Pika.”

“We need protection. I want to get us out of there, but there’s no way we won’t get brought back.”

“You want to stay here, and just hire us to keep you both alive from this MC?”

“I don’t know if we can stay here, but we can’t stay there at the clubhouse. Brick’s going to kill Kona one day.”

I looked over my shoulder. Darby was chatting with Lizzy while they cleaned up before the afternoon rush.

“You’re talking twenty-four-hour protection for as long as the MC bothers you.” I cocked my head. “And to fight them when they come at you.”

“Yes.”

This kid didn’t understand what he was asking. He wasn’t being realistic, either. The cost for our services would wipe them out financially, they had nowhere to stay…and it wasn’t my call alone. There had to be a vote.

“I don’t get to decide what we do on my own. I have to bring it to my brothers. What you’re asking for is more than I think you can grasp, Pika. Normally, we’d charge between five to ten grand a week for a service like this, and I don’t think you have that.”

His eyes widened. “I…I didn’t think about that.”

Of course he didn’t; he’s fif-fucking-teen. “I know. So, let me bring this to my brothers and see what they say about this. Do you have a cell phone, and is it safe to call you on it?”

“I do have one. Kona bought it for me, and I keep it on silent. At the clubhouse, I don’t keep it on me. I hide it because Brick and the other guys have looked through it before.”

“Do you have it on you now?” He nodded and pulled it from his pocket. “What’s your number? I’m going to text you now, and we’re going to put a fake name in it. I’ll talk to you like I’m a friend…do you have friends outside the club?”

He smirked. “A few. I don’t go to school. Kona teaches me, but there are a few people I hang around with. Not a lot since Brick doesn’t like me wandering.”

“Have you messaged with them on the phone?”

“Sure.”

“Right. So toss in a name you don’t think will throw them off. Now, what’s your number?”

He rattled it off, I texted him, Hey, and he texted the same thing in return so we had each other’s numbers.

“Gimme a few days, Pika. I’ll let you know what I can do.”

He slipped his phone back into his pocket. “Thanks.”

“Does Kona need medical attention right now?”

Pika scrunched his nose. “I dunno. When I left he was talking fine but hurting. I think he’ll be okay, but I know if we stay there will be a time he won’t.”

I had a feeling Pika was right.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


ANGEL


“Is everyone here?” I stood at the front of the living room. All my brothers and their partners, who really were my brothers too, were sitting.

“Yep.” JJ smiled encouragingly. He and Shep had some idea about what was going on since they’d been there when Pika had arrived at the shop.

“Are you pregnant?” Nick shouted.

I glared at him. I wasn’t even going to acknowledge that with an answer. I opened my mouth to begin but was cut off by Noel.

“Do you have some infectious disease and gathered us all here to infect us because you’re too scared to die alone?”

“What the hell?” Shep grimaced.

“I think it’s far more likely than him getting pregnant.” Noel shrugged.

“But isn’t that totally selfish of him to drag us all in here to die with him. Like, I’m young, I want to live.” I wasn’t sure if Phoenix was being sincere, but we were getting off course.

“Quiet,” I barked and thanks to my deep and powerful voice, they shut up. “I’m here for a vote.”

“Oh,” Matt whispered. “That makes more sense than the other two thoughts.”

I rolled my eyes. “It’s not so much an odd job as it is maybe dangerous. They don’t have the money to pay us, and the outcome they seek may not be what they get.”

“Are you building suspense or something? Dude, get on with it.” Gabe made a get-on-with-it gesture.

“Fine…ass. You all remember, we went to that show at Stilettos and Sangria, yeah?”

“We never had the sangria, by the way. Just sayin’,” JJ added.

“I’ll assume that’s a yes. And Phoenix and I went and saw another show. What I found out was, Brick, the president for the Dead Kings, wasn’t happy with us. Maybe me, I dunno. Kona, or Anita Pounding as some of you may know him as, explained the first time we were there at Leo’s invitation.”

“Which was the truth,” Mason interjected.

“Right. And Phoenix and I were there at his brother, Pika’s, invite, the other day.” Everyone was following. “Kona was able to convince Brick the first time who we were, but the second time he didn’t buy it, and he hurt Kona.”

“Oh, my God!” Phoenix covered his mouth. It wasn’t going to be easy to hear, but he’d chosen to be here.

“Turns out Brick does this a lot and according to Pika, it’s getting worse, and he thinks Brick will eventually kill Kona.”

“Domestic violence doesn’t get better; it only ever escalates unless someone intervenes. Has Kona filed a police report?” Mason asked.

“That I don’t know, but if he did, it’s clear nothing came of it.”

“I can dig and see if there were any calls or reports made on this,” Nick offered.

“Thanks, but we do nothing until we vote, and you haven’t heard the request.”

“We aren’t going to sit back and let them beat Kona,” JJ huffed.

I held up a hand. “Kona has been stashing some of his money for them to run. Problem is, if they run the MC will find them, and I don’t want to think about what will happen to them. Pika is asking us for protection against the MC.”

There was a pregnant pause before Gabe chimed in, “Like forever?”

“Why don’t we just get rid of the MC?” Of course Four would go that route.

“Murdering an entire motorcycle club won’t go unnoticed, especially since they’ve been causing so much unrest here.”

“I know you all don’t trust the police, or want much of anything to do with them, but I’m sure people in town have called the police on them. They vandalized the pawn shop on Harper Street last week. How are they not in jail for all they do?” Matt asked.

It was Shep who answered. “Could be the Kings are paying off the police. Wouldn’t be the first time we’ve seen corrupt cops. Maybe the MC is threatening the owners to not press charges or name them. We don’t know, but if we go asking, we will absolutely draw attention to this and if we do that, if it comes to having to go head-to-head with the club and they are…” He hummed. “Accidentally murdered, we will be looked at.”

“Accidentally murdered, that’s not a…ohhhh.” Phoenix nodded.

“Well, I mean, you all were hired to protect Phoenix, so I mean if we’re hired to protect Kona and Pika, and the cops find out, it wouldn’t be odd, right?” Matt made a good point.

“But forever?” Gabe was stuck on that.

“Do you really think the Kings aren’t going to come at us to get Kona?” Nick scoffed.

“Oh, I’m sure they will, and if they come onto our property, or start something in the streets, we would be in our rights to defend ourselves. We won’t start anything, but if we have to, we’ll finish it.”

“Do Pika and Kona even want to stay in the same town as them?” JJ wondered.

“Originally, Pika said they wanted to run, but that’s not necessarily realistic. We can’t scatter and half live somewhere else to keep them alive. That would have been a deal breaker. My hope is we protect them, fight the MC if they come at us, and they eventually fuck off out of here.”

“Nice fairy tale, Angel,” Four huffed. “Men like Brick don’t give up. They literally die for what they covet.”

“That’s the thing. He doesn’t own Kona—you don’t possess people!” My voice rose.

“You like hiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiim,” Nick singsonged, and I closed my eyes and took a deep breath.

“What’s happening is wrong. So we need to vote if we’re going to protect them, see this through, and be ready for this to get bloody if need be.” I wouldn’t acknowledge Nick.

“For no pay?” Gabe quirked a brow. “Or we gonna take the money they have been hiding and have them be dependent on yet another group of people?”

“Well, they kind of will be since they want us to keep them alive,” Noel scoffed. “But I don’t want to take their money if they need it to survive after this is all over.”

“I have a question.” Nick raised his hand.

“What?” I sighed.

“Do you get tingles in your manhood when you look at Kona?”

“What the fuck?” I growled, but the others chuckled.

Nick stood. “I ask this because every time one of us have asked for a vote for a person we don’t take money from, we end up keeping them. So, I’m thinking Kona might be someone who makes your soldier stand at attention, and you want to maybe storm his channel or something.”

“I can’t even with this conversation.” Shep pinched the bridge of his nose.

“I can’t either, so I’m pretending you never spoke.” I looked around the room. “Can we just vote?”

“Absolutely.” JJ smiled.

One by one, my brothers voted and when we were done, we began planning how to get the two brothers out of there and with us. After one of Kona’s shows would likely be the easiest. So I sent a text off to Pika, innocent enough. It read: See you at the next show.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


KONA


It had been two days. I’d been locked in this shitty room and unable to see Pika. Brick had apparently told everyone at Stilettos and Sangria that I was sick and wouldn’t be in this weekend’s show. They’d figure something out, and it would be spectacular. I’d laughed when he told me but refused to tell him why. He always said that no one gave a shit about the other acts, and that I was what they came for, but the moment it didn’t fit his narrative, suddenly they were amazing.

I tried texting Pika on his cell phone, but he didn’t answer, likely because he wasn’t alone and didn’t want Tank or any of the others to see him talking to anyone.

I couldn’t go on like this. Brick was out of control, and while I’d never really thought he’d hurt Pika, I wasn’t sure of that anymore.

A door slamming down the hall made me jump.

“Who is this?” Brick’s thunderous voice echoed through the clubhouse.

“A…a friend.” Pika’s voice was shaking.

I rushed to my door and started banging on it. “Leave him the fuck alone, Brick!”

“I don’t know a friend named Trevor.” Brick ignored me and was shouting at Pika. “He said he’d see you after the show, you have more people you want to bring around to fuck up my life?”

“He’s a guy I met at the library, that’s all.”

I punched my door again. “Brick, I swear to God, if you don’t get away from him, the next time I suck you, I’ll bite your dick off!”

I heard his footsteps and moved away from the door. A second later it was flung open and Brick towered in the doorway, his expression pure rage.

“You’re getting mouthy,” he snarled.

“Leave Pika alone, Brick. You’re mad at me, not him.”

He took a few steps into the room and held up the cell phone I’d given him. “He has a friend named Trevor who no one has ever heard of suddenly wanting to go to your show. I find it pretty suspicious that he has all these people who want to see you perform all of a sudden.”

“He’s not allowed to have friends, to promote the show?” I inched away to keep distance between us.

“You all must think I’m stupid.”

“No one thinks that, Brick. And if someone does, they aren’t too bright themselves.”

He sneered and advanced on me. “You gave him this phone. Tank found it hidden in his backpack. Who hides a phone?”

“How is it being in his backpack hiding it? Sounds like a pretty logical place to have a phone.”

As swift as a breeze he slapped me so hard, I almost spun completely around.

“Don’t be a smartass!”

“You ask for explanations, yet you never accept them. What the fuck do you want from us? We tell you the truth, and you say we lie. If we lie, you’ll tell us we deceived you. What the fuck do you want from us?” I was shaking, blood dripped from the corner of my mouth, and I felt unhinged.

He pocketed the cell phone and crowded my space. He gripped my chin tightly. “Obedience. I want obedience.”

“And yet when you have it, it’s never enough. You’re setting us up for failure, and you know it.”

With his other hand he gently caressed my cheek. “How can someone be so fucking beautiful on the outside and so rotten on the inside?”

I glared at him. “I would ask the same of you, except you stopped being beautiful on the outside a long time ago.”

I knew that was a mistake the second it left my mouth, but I didn’t care anymore. He was leaving Pika alone and focusing on me, and that was what I wanted.

He growled and threw me onto the bed. “Maybe I show the world how ugly your soul is, huh?” He gripped my hair so tightly, all it would’ve taken was a tug and he’d have a fistful of hair.

“You gonna hit me, Brick? Beat me? The same song and dance?” I was taunting him—he knew it, and anyone with ears could hear that.

He pressed his knee against my stomach and crouched low so his face was an inch from mine. “I think, maybe, I’ll make you wish you were dead.”

And for the next three hours, he did just that.
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I couldn’t move. Lips came in every now and then to check on my wounds, keep me hydrated. Even fed me some broth. My eyes were swollen shut, but I could make out his voice when he spoke. I wondered if he or the other guys thought Brick was a monster. Were they afraid of him?

I pushed away his hands while he prodded my ribs. I was sure one was broken. He’d wrapped it already, laid an ice pack on it. I knew I’d poked Brick too much, but he was so angry and I hadn’t wanted Pika to feel that. I’d take it a hundred times so he never had to. He hadn’t made the choice to accept Brick’s help all those years ago; I had.

“He’s safe,” Lips whispered to me.

I turned toward his voice. “Please, Lips.” My voice was scratchy, but I knew he’d heard me.

“Tank has him; he’s keeping Brick away.” He didn’t say more and a beat later, I heard my door shut and the lock click.

I hoped what Lips had said was true. Since Brick had left my room yesterday, I hadn’t been able to move. I couldn’t help Pika even if I wanted to.

I wanted to ask Pika who Trevor was. I’d known he’d gone to Saintly Sweets, and I was sure Trevor wasn’t the person’s real name, and Brick obviously had come to the same conclusion. Pika had to stop. There would come a point when even Tank and Lips wouldn’t be able to hold Brick off if he wanted to hurt my brother.

What had he been thinking, going there? I wished I could speak to him.

Lips had given me some pain pills, and as much as I wanted to stay alert, the pain was too much. There wasn’t an inch of my skin and bones that Brick hadn’t touched with his rage. So, I’d take the pills, I’d heal as much as possible, and then I’d figure a way to get Pika out of here. Maybe if I stayed, he wouldn’t chase after Pika. I could give him all my money…maybe Angel would help Pika get away. Yeah, I was sure of it.

With that thought in mind, I let the medicine numb my body and mind, and I drifted into a fitful sleep.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


ANGEL


“Still no answer?” JJ asked as he entered the kitchen with a bag of groceries.

I’d texted Pika a few days ago and he’d sent me a thumbs-up, and that was it. So, my brothers and I, just the five of us, went to Stilettos and Sangria for the next show. The plan was that two of us would go inside, thinking Pika had let them know. The other three would go around back and as soon as the show was over, before Kona could change, we’d get him and his brother and bring them to our house.

The problem was, not only had Pika not put our names on the list, the bouncer actually told me that Anita Pounding’s appearances were canceled this week.

Way too coincidental after meeting with Pika. I’d texted him as anonymously as I could. Just wondered where he was the other night. Nothing. I didn’t want to text-bomb him in case others were reading his phone.

“Nothing.” I stared at my cell, wishing for something from Pika to pop up.

“I have a bad feeling.” Shep dropped the last of the bags on the counter and sighed. “I think Brick may have gotten wind of something, is holding them at the clubhouse.”

“If that’s true, it’ll be near impossible to get them out of there. The Dead Kings are one percenters, outlaws, not good people. They’ll be armed to the teeth.” JJ crossed his arms. “If you all die trying to save them, I’ll be pissed.”

Shep chuckled and kissed JJ’s pouting lips. “We wouldn’t go in there without a plan.” Shep looked at me, determination in his eyes. “But we voted to save them, and I don’t think Brick’s just holding them there. If what Pika said is true, he punishes harshly.”

I nodded curtly. “I’ll call a family meeting for tonight.”

I helped them put the groceries away and then texted everyone to make sure they were free at eight. We always tried to eat dinner together, but people made plans. Tonight, I needed them all here.

That evening, after dinner, everyone gathered in the living room. I explained that I’d still heard nothing, and Shep shared his theory.

Noel and Nick brought out their laptops and were typing away while we talked.

“The Dead Kings tore down the original structure and rebuilt it to be their clubhouse. Now, when you do that, you have to surrender blueprints to the town, get licensing approval, all that stuff,” Noel said. “I was prepared for them to have not done that, but they did.”

“They’d have cops and shit on their doorstep if they didn’t. They don’t want unwanted attention.” Gabe shrugged.

“Seriously?” JJ scoffed. “I’m shocked they haven’t been arrested for some of the stuff they do to storefronts and their owners. But they threaten them, so they won’t press charges. How do the authorities not see this?”

“They do.” I sat back in my chair. “They’re probably just as afraid or being paid off.”

A cacophony of uh-huhs filled the room.

“All right.” Nick shifted, grabbed the remote, and turned the TV on. “I’m linking my screen so you can all see.” A blueprint appeared. “Now, this is what they claimed as their blueprint, but like us they likely withheld some things, so we need to be vigilant about it.”

“There are too many of them.” Four sighed. “Even with me helping you, it’s not gonna be possible.”

“Well, when is the time there are the fewest?” Mason shrugged. “I mean, that would be the best time, right?”

“We don’t have their schedules, Mason.” JJ rolled his eyes.

“Why not just get them away from the clubhouse?” Phoenix’s voice was a whisper, as if he thought he wasn’t allowed to speak. He was getting better, but every time we had votes or meetings, I believed part of him still felt like he didn’t belong.

“How so?” Nick and the rest of us all faced him.

“Well…I mean…what would make them all leave, or at least most of them?”

Noel gripped Phoenix on both sides of his face, earning a squeak from the timid man, then planted one hell of a kiss on his lips.

“You’re a fucking genius,” he shouted once they’d separated.

“I am?”

“That’s actually a really brilliant idea.” I winked at him, and he blushed.

“Don’t be hittin’ on my man. Go get your own.” Noel playfully growled.

“Isn’t that what we’re trying to do?” Nick gestured to the TV screen with the blueprint.

“He’s not my man!” I argued. “Pika asked for help; that’s why we’re doing this.”

Shep chuckled. “No one said it was Kona.”

Narrowing my gaze, I pointed at my brother. “Pika’s fifteen, who else would you be talking about?”

Everyone laughed, but I wasn’t finding humor anywhere. This was a serious situation, and I wanted to snap them out of it.

“Pay attention! The longer we fuck around, the more Brick could be hurting those boys.”

That sobered up the room, and everyone got to work brainstorming and researching.

“I got it!” Mason held up his cell phone like a sword. “Two months ago, they bought that abandoned bread factory or whatever it was.”

“I’m on the edge of my seat.” Gabe smirked, but Mason ignored him.

“That factory was empty for, like, over five years. I called this guy I know at the utilities company, asking about it like I was interested in purchasing it and wanted to know what electricity would run me. Obviously, playing dumb like I didn’t know it was bought. He gave me an estimate but then told me the new owners had a deal with the company, so it likely would be higher.”

We all stared unblinkingly at Mason. “Am I the only one not understanding this?” Phoenix asked.

Mason huffed. “They aren’t using that factory for anything legal, I guarantee it. I think we maybe get a drone up, take a peek. If it’s anything big, we can sabotage it. They’d all come running for sure, leaving the clubhouse with a skeleton crew.”

I guessed Mason was right—they weren’t making bread, no way. They might be storing guns or drugs in there, and fucking with it would for sure get them there, but if we destroyed their livelihood, they’d come at us guns blazing.

“You know if there’s illegal shit in there and we destroy it, they’ll not only come at us for Kona and Pika, but for retribution also.” Shep said what I was thinking.

“That MC has to go. That’s the plan here. Save Kona and Pika, and get rid of them. How do you think we do that, by asking them nicely to leave?” Nick snorted. “It was always going to end in a ‘them or us’ scenario, and this is our territory.”

“We’re not the mafia.” JJ laughed.

“No, but Nick’s right, as much as I’m loath to admit it.” Nick gasped, but I powered on. “If we weren’t going in there for the guys, it would be something else, someone’s hire, or us realizing we had to end it. I know us, we’ve dealt with the unimaginable. We can do this. And if it comes down to Brick or me, I will be the last one standing.”

“Let’s get to work, then.” Noel clapped his hands together, and we built our plan to get Kona and Pika out and end the Dead Kings.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


KONA


I wasn’t positive if today was better than the day before, but it was better than the day before that. Lips had made sure I was healing; he’d stayed to help me wash and eat. Honestly, he’d never been so kind to me, and I wondered if I’d made an ally in him, that Brick had just gone too far when he’d done this to me.

I kept my thoughts to myself, offering thank-yous every time he assisted me. I wanted to see Pika, but Lips kept updating me that he was okay. No one had hurt him.

Brick hadn’t come to me since the day he’d practically broken me into pieces, and Lips had let me know he’d avoided Pika. That helped me rest easier, but I needed to come up with a plan for after I was better. If I had to run for the rest of my life peering over my shoulder with Pika, I would. But if I could get Pika to go on his own, Brick might be satisfied if I was still here.

My internal planning was interrupted by a flurry of shouts, and movement outside my door had me sitting up slowly. The walls were pretty thin, so I could hear what one of them was yelling.

“It’s in smoke, the whole factory. Jimmy said he saw people running. If we hurry, we can catch them!” It sounded like one of the prospects.

“Fuck!” I knew that roar; that was Brick. “Tick and Robby, stay at the clubhouse and keep an eye out here. Call if anything comes up. Everyone else, let’s fuckin’ ride!”

Tick and Robby were two of the prospects.

The sound of footsteps racing out of the clubhouse was quickly followed by the rumbling of a shit-ton of motorcycles. I’d laugh if it didn’t hurt. What moron would attack the Dead Kings’ property?

Once I couldn’t hear them anymore, I reveled in the silence. I lay my head on the pillow and closed my swollen eyes. Hopefully they’d all burn up in that building…and wouldn’t that be sweet?

It couldn’t have been more than ten minutes when I heard something above me—on the roof, maybe. Could’ve been a squirrel. A loud crack sounded, and Tick and Robby started shouting. Shots were fired and with whatever strength I had, I rolled onto the floor for cover. I hoped Pika was smart enough to do the same.

Surprisingly, it didn’t last long, and then I heard the craziest thing.

“Kona, Pika, it’s Angel. Where are you?”

Angel? What the hell?

“Angel, third door on the left is me. Kona’s at the end of the hallway on the right,” Pika yelled.

I got off the floor and sat on the bed. There wasn’t anything I could do to fight them off, but in my heart I knew they weren’t here to hurt us. They’d come to help us.

“They’re deadbolted inside,” one of the brothers shouted, but I didn’t know them well enough to know who, just that it wasn’t Angel.

“Pika, Kona, stay low. We’re gonna bust the door in—keep clear,” Angel said, and I wanted to say something, but it hurt to speak too loudly. I didn’t move from where I sat.

There was some banging, and then the door was cracked open. The swelling had gone down on my eyes some, so I was able to see two figures rush into my room. One was imposing, huge. I suspected it was that Viking one, Shep I believed his name was. The other was without a doubt Angel.

He kneeled in front of me, enough so I could see his face; his eyes were both angry and sad. Was that for me?

“We’re getting you out of here.” He spoke softly, and I couldn’t protest, not like I would, because he gently scooped me up bridal style.

“Kona!” Pika was right there when we exited the room with Angel.

“Pika,” I whispered.

“What do you need from here?” a blond guy asked.

“Our stash isn’t here, it’s at the club,” Pika answered. “I’d need to get that. From here, maybe some clothes.”

“Gabe and I got it,” the same blond guy said. “Nick’s got the van out front. Get them out of here, and we’ll be out in a minute.”

“Be quick,” Angel ordered. “Mason’s watching the factory with the drone. He’ll tell us when anyone leaves there, but they aren’t far. I want us on our property before they leave that factory.”

“Got it,” the two men announced, and then we were moving.

Every jostle hurt, but I didn’t dare vocalize it. We were being rescued by the Saint brothers, and I had no idea why. Sure, Pika talking to them likely had a lot to do with it. But they were making an enemy that would tear their world apart for what they’d done.

I had a million questions, but I’d hold them until we were in a safe place.

I kept my face pressed to the crook in Angel’s neck; he smelled amazing, like peppermint and something woodsy. I closed my eyes and just breathed him in. Too soon, he was setting me down in the van and buckling me up.

“Is this okay?” he asked.

“Yeah.”

He nodded once and moved so Pika could be next to me.

“Oh, Kona.” Pika started crying as he saw me for the first time in days. “What did he do to you?” He tenderly hugged me and I shushed him as best as I could, my throat tight with emotion.

Soon enough, the van was rolling, and the farther we got from the clubhouse, the less heavy my chest felt. There was no way this was the end of it. Brick would come looking for us and to make the brothers pay for what they’d done. But for the time I had, I was going to try and hold on to whatever fractured freedom this was.

I didn’t know how, but I’d dozed, because the sound of Pika’s amazed gasp jolted me awake. Through the window, I could make out a large house…a mansion, actually. It was fuzzy and details weren’t clear, but judging by Pika’s amazement, it was gorgeous.

“You all live here?” Pika gushed, and I chuckled at the wonderment in his voice.

“We do, little man. There are ten of us here.” That sounded like Shep. I was beginning to recognize some of the voices. “Mason, JJ, Phoenix, Matt, and Four are inside. The five of us came to get you.”

“Wow!” Pika sounded more like a fifteen-year-old than I’d ever heard. “This is so cool!”

Someone behind me snickered. “We like it, and I’m sure you and your brother will be comfortable here.”

For now Pika wasn’t thinking about Brick and the others coming for us, and I wasn’t about to burst his bubble. I’d give him a little while to be a kid and let him pretend he was being swept away in a fairy tale and staying at a huge castle. I’d give him that.

When the van stopped, everyone got out. Angel was helping me once more, and I didn’t protest as he carried me into the house. I couldn’t see too well, but I saw enough to know it was a big place and it was super fancy.

There were a lot of voices, people moving about. And I wanted to ask all my questions and thank them, but my eyes were drooping. I was so damn tired.

“How about you carry him up to the adjoining bedrooms? He and Pika can have those; there’s fresh sheets and everything,” a brown-haired guy with sweet eyes said. I’d seen him at the club, but his name was escaping me. “Once you’re rested, we can all talk.”

Angel carried me upstairs, Pika announcing he was right behind us the entire time.

“Holy cow!” Pika shouted as soon as we entered the bedroom. I’d see it eventually, but clearly he approved.

“How about you take a nap, and when you’re feeling up to it, I’ll tell you everything that’s happened up until this point, and you can ask me all the questions that are bouncing around in that beautiful head of yours.” Angel smiled…and wow, that was a gorgeous smile.

“Uh…yeah,” was all I could muster. He’d called me beautiful, and then there had been a bunch of other words.

“I’ll stay with you, Kona. I’m beat, and I haven’t slept, really. We’ll nap together.”

I wasn’t going to argue. I didn’t want Pika to ever leave my side again.

We got under the covers, resting on the softest mattress I’d ever felt. I wasn’t sure what more was said because I fell right to sleep.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


ANGEL


“What the fuck?” Gabe muttered as all of us sat around the dining room table after Kona and Pika were settled.

“Pika told us Brick would kill Kona one day.” I gritted my teeth, anger surging through my veins.

“Looks like he tried.” Mason sat solemnly next to Gabe.

Mason and JJ had both been kidnapped and hurt horribly once upon a time; I was sure they were having a hard time not remembering the pain and fear when they saw Kona.

“He needs medical attention,” Matt said. “I can help him with physical therapy, but he’s nowhere near there yet.”

“Taking him to a hospital isn’t really an option right now.” Noel was staring at his phone while he spoke. “The Kings are still at the factory and don’t know what’s going on. Their cameras at the clubhouse were disabled before we went, so they don’t know who was there, but they’ll figure it out. As far as medical, Angel can help Kona.”

I cocked my head. “I can do some things, Noel. If he needs surgery, I can’t do that.”

“You removed a tracker from my arm; that was surgery.” Four shrugged.

“That wasn’t surgery.” I shook my head. “I can run tests with our equipment, even blood, but anything serious, we’ll need a plan.”

“We should call Aziza.” Phoenix sat up straighter. “She is amazing. She can talk to Kona and Pika and help them, but she also might know a doctor to help Kona if he needs more than what we can give him. I’m sure she’d tell them to be discreet.”

Nick patted Phoenix on the arm. “Good thinking…you’re way too smart for my brother.”

“Fuck off, lesser twin,” Noel hissed playfully.

I ignored their bickering to text Aziza, asking if she could stop by at some point today or early in the morning tomorrow. She responded that she was busy today but would be at the house in the morning.

“Aziza will be here in the morning,” I said, breaking up their squabbling.

“Oh, good.” JJ smiled. “By the time they wake, they’ll likely be hungry. Shep and I can make something light but filling. After food, you can do whatever tests you need to do.”

I wanted to do them sooner rather than later, but I also needed to make sure everything was set up for Kona.

“Okay.”

JJ, Shep, and a few others went into the kitchen to start on food. Noel was monitoring the Kings on his phone while he sat in the living room, and Nick was keeping an eye on the clubhouse.

I went downstairs and set everything up for Kona, hoping he didn’t give me a hard time about running some tests. Keeping him safe was moot if his injuries killed him.

Once the meal was about done, we were discussing who should go upstairs and see if they were awake, when Pika rounded the corner shyly.

“Hey,” he whispered.

“Hi. We were just about to go up and see if you were hungry.” Mason’s expression was soft and caring. “I’m Mason, by the way—not sure if you know all our names.”

“Uh, yeah we can eat. I don’t know all your names, but I’m sure I’ll figure it out. I was wondering if it was okay if Kona could shower. I’d help him.”

“How about this?” I approached Pika. “We bring food upstairs for you and your brother; that way Kona can stay put. Then, I’d like to bring him downstairs to get some scans and his blood drawn.” I held up my hand when Pika went to interrupt. “I’m not a doctor, but I have some medical training. If there’s anything serious on the scans and blood, we have someone coming by in the morning who can connect us with discreet doctors to treat Kona while he’s here. After the tests, Kona can get washed up, and even though your intentions are good, I’m not sure your body can support his.”

“I’m strong!”

“I’m not saying you’re not, but Kona can’t risk a slip or fall. If God forbid, you tumble and he goes with you, you’ll feel horrible and he could further injure himself.”

Pika’s upset dissipated as he let what I was saying sink in. “Yeah…well, I don’t know how comfortable he’ll feel with anyone seeing him naked.”

“I have loose swim shorts. He can use them,” Phoenix offered. “You can help him get them on before anyone steps in to help.”

Pika nodded. “Okay, thank you.”

“Want to help me carry up the food?” JJ beckoned Pika over. “You carry one tray, and I’ll carry the other.”

“I’ll follow you both since you’ll need someone to open the door.” They could probably manage the door, and I didn’t dare look at any of my brothers, knowing they would be gaping at me as if I were an idiot.

Once upstairs, I slipped in front of Pika and JJ to open the door. My gaze went immediately to Kona, who was sitting up on the bed, his head back against the headboard, and his eyes closed.

I moved to the side for Pika and JJ, watching as Kona opened his eyes and smiled softly at his brother.

“So that’s where you went.”

“Hi, Kona, I’m JJ. We figured you were both hungry, and it would be easier for you to eat up here.”

“Hi, JJ.” He then flicked his eyes toward me. “Hi, Angel.”

“Hey.” I almost rolled my eyes at my dumb response.

“When you’re done, Angel wants to run some tests on you.” Pika rested his tray beside JJ’s on the small table in the room.

“Tests?” Kona’s brow furrowed. “What kind? Why?”

“We need to see if any serious internal damage was done to you. I have machines and a blood-draw station in the basement. No, I’m not a doctor, but I have some training. If anything is glaring, there’s a friend arriving tomorrow morning that will better be able to assist you on your recovery.”

Kona pursed his lips. “Just tests, no exam?”

I held back my reaction to the question. Why would an exam be bad? “I mean, I’d like to do a quick exam for any open wounds that may need to be treated.”

I saw JJ look over at me out of the corner of my eye but didn’t remove my attention from Kona.

“I’ll let you examine me to a certain extent. If I say no, you respect that.” Kona jutted his chin out in defiance.

I could think of a few reasons why he would have stipulations, but I didn’t want to dwell on them right now. “Agreed.”

I nodded curtly. “Enjoy your food. Once you’re done, we can get you downstairs and then a nice shower or soak.” JJ smiled and all but pushed me out of the room.

When we were by the stairs, JJ leaned closer to me. “Do you think the reason Kona doesn’t want a thorough exam is because Brick…” He swallowed loudly. “Do you think he sexually assaulted Kona?”

I clenched my jaw. I didn’t have to voice my thoughts on that; I knew he could see it in my glare.

“We need to destroy that man.” JJ stormed away and as I joined him, I thought the exact same thing.


CHAPTER NINETEEN


KONA


Angel was so very gentle with me. He’d offered to carry me down the stairs, but I declined. I could walk—not well, but I wasn’t that helpless. I’d slept and eaten and was already feeling stronger because of that.

He followed so closely on each step, ready to catch me if I fell. Pika was behind us, and Shep walked in front. I laughed at how everyone here was so concerned about me, when just a short time ago the other place full of men hadn’t given two shits about me.

I couldn’t even call the floor we went to a basement because it didn’t look anything like one, was fit to be like a sort of clinic. I knew there was more to the space I couldn’t see, but what I could was insane. I had to tilt my head up to get the best view since my lids were still somewhat swollen.

Angel had gotten me a step stool to get up on the bed and once I was situated, he pulled up a chair.

“Before I do an exam, which I promise won’t be invasive, I thought I’d talk to you about what I’d be doing here.”

I smiled. He was so sincere. I could absolutely see the terrifying man that lay beneath his umber skin, but those eyes told his story. Every emotion shone through them. Right now, it was concern and kindness.

“I appreciate that.”

He nodded once. “And, while you don’t want to tell me everything that happened to you with Brick, I hope you’ll feel comfortable enough to discuss it with someone. I only say that because, if he did something the scans or my minor exam doesn’t catch, I’d hate for you to be suffering if you don’t have to.”

I sighed. “I don’t want to talk about it to anyone, but you’re not stupid, Angel. I knew the second I told you I had a right to say no to anything, I saw your expression shift, so you know what he did to me. It wasn’t the first time, but I’m hopeful it’s the last.”

I could see the way his jaw clenched, his hands curled into fists. He wanted to beat Brick to a pulp. I shouldn’t find that hot, but alas, I did.

“Fair enough, and yes it was the last time, I promise you that. I won’t prod where you don’t want me to, but perhaps I can at least press on your abdomen, just ask a few questions. In case you need something, I can get it for you.”

Where was this man when I’d been lost on the street with an eight-year-old and not a dollar to my name? If he’d helped me, I wouldn’t be in this situation.

“That’s fine.”

“Okay. First, I’d like to draw some blood, and do vitals, you know, blood pressure, check your heart and lungs. Afterward, I really want to get scans of your head and your body.” He pointed behind himself where there was a hallway. “This floor spans the entirety of the house, and don’t ask how or why, but we do have an MRI machine. We got it a couple of months ago, and we had to secure a special room for it and everything. Kind of insane, but it’s a bit of a walk. I’ll roll you close and then I’d like to get a full-body scan. It’ll be easier than doing a ton of tests.”

I crinkled my nose. “I don’t like tight places.”

“I understand. I have headphones you can wear that are safe with the machine to listen to music. It’ll block out the loudness, and at any time if you’re uncomfortable we can stop.”

He lifted his arm and I thought for a moment he was going to take my hand in his, but he dropped it. “An MRI will tell us the story of what’s going on without a lot of poking and prodding.”

I nodded. “Okay, I will be a good little patient.”

The corner of his mouth curled, and I found myself longing for a smile. “Thank you. Let’s get started.”

Pika sat off to the side, watching every move Angel made. Shep was also there, but he was on his phone doing something. I knew he was present in case he was needed and Angel couldn’t do it on his own. Neither Pika nor Shep spoke while Angel did everything.

The MRI was pretty awful, but I endured. It took about two hours and when it was complete, I felt as if I could sleep for a year. I’d been down here for at least three hours in total and was done.

“I’m tired.”

“I know.” Angel gently squeezed my shoulder and for the first time in a long time, a man’s touch didn’t make me want to throw up. “I’m done.”

“Thank goodness.”

Angel looked at Pika. “Your brother mentioned you’d like to shower or take a bath. Phoenix offered some loose swim trunks to wear—that way someone else can be with you if you need assistance.”

My grin hurt, but I couldn’t help it. Angel was exactly as his moniker. “I think a bath would be perfect. The clubhouse only had a shower and to be honest, soaking would likely help my muscles relax.”

“Of course. We have bubble baths and Epsom salts too.”

“A bubble bath sounds heavenly.” I stared into Angel’s caring eyes. “I don’t need the trunks. It wouldn’t be a proper bath that way. I think between Pika and you, I can get in and out of the tub.”

I knew I was telling Angel I was okay with him seeing me nude. I also knew he’d see every mark on my body that Brick had left behind. But Angel comforted the chaos running rampant within me. My chest hurt, but he breathed life into me. He was safe, and that was something I hadn’t felt in a long time.

“Whatever you’re comfortable with. I’ll get some cool compresses for your eyes, and an anti-inflammatory. They’ll help.”

“Sounds great.”

Climbing up steps was a lot harder than climbing down, so I took Angel up on his offer to carry me. I heard Shep grumbling about getting an elevator installed, and I thought it was a joke until Angel said to get an estimate.

How rich were these guys? Building an elevator into an already built house wasn’t cheap.

When we got upstairs, Shep hollered that he’d get dinner started, and Angel carried me right into the bathroom.

“We have clothes of yours. My brothers grabbed as much as they could, but if you need anything more, let us know and we’ll get it.”

There was no way he meant go back to the clubhouse to get it, so he was going to buy it for us.

“We’re good, thank you. I’m sure there are comfortable things for me to wear.”

“I’ll go look.” Pika left the bathroom in search of clothes for me, and Angel sat me on the closed toilet.

“We have a lot of bubble baths.” He motioned to five bottles. “Shep texted JJ, and he clearly couldn’t pick one. We have lavender, vanilla, melon, strawberry shortcake, and peppermint.”

“Hmmm…” I tapped my chin. “Maybe lavender, it’s calming.”

He grabbed the bottle and turned to the large tub. This thing could fit four people. The water steamed and he poured the liquid in, the room suddenly filling with the heavenly aroma.

“I got you sweat pants and a T-shirt.” Pika placed them on the counter by the sink.

“Thanks, Pika.”

“They also grabbed a bunch of socks and a pair of slippers and sneakers.”

Most of my queen garb was at the club and I didn’t own a ton of shit, so the fact that someone had gotten both of those for me was perfect.

“Okay.” Angel spun around. “Next part, you need to get in. I’ll turn away, and when you need me let me know.”

I laughed as Angel then faced the wall, giving me whatever privacy he could. Pika helped me out of my clothes. And once I was bare, he helped me stand.

“Angel?”

He spun around, eyes to the ground. “Ready?”

“I am, you’re gonna have to look at me, so get on with it.”

Angel took a deep breath and the next second he was scanning my body. He couldn’t hide the rage in his expression as he took in the bruises the exam hadn’t shown. Eventually his eyes met mine, and they were like molten lava.

“I’m going to fucking break every one of his bones before I kill him,” he growled and if I was one hundred percent, I’d probably have come because of it.

I wanted him to relax, though. I appreciated his upset over the situation, but I needed the calm Angel right now.

“Can I have a bath first?”

That snapped him out of it and tenderly, he and Pika got me into the tub. Once I was in, he mumbled about getting me the cold compress and pills.

I looked at Pika as soon as he was gone, and my brother was silently laughing.

“What’s got you all giggly?”

He snorted. “He likes you a whole lot, Kona, and he has no idea how to act around you.”

I glanced at my banged up body. “I’m not much to look at, little brother.”

Pika sobered up and looked me right in the eyes. “Men like Angel look at people from the inside out, Kona, and your heart is beautiful.”

Damn it. How’d my fifteen-year-old brother get so perfect?

I didn’t say anything and Angel delivered the compress and pills, then left us to say he was going to check the scans and whatever results were coming in. He had all the machines to read the blood and other things down there, and I waved him away, letting him know Pika would text when I was ready to get out.

I rested my head against the bath pillow, with the compress on my eyes, and I relaxed and let the water soothe my aching bones.


CHAPTER TWENTY


ANGEL


“How’s he looking?” Nick asked as I was reviewing the MRI results.

“No internal bleeding, two cracked ribs. There are also healed injuries all over the place. While none of the findings require emergency medical treatment, he’s going to need time to heal.”

“JJ mentioned sexual assault.”

I turned and glanced at Nick. “I don’t want him talking about that where Kona can hear, Nick.”

“He didn’t, Angel.”

I huffed and moved toward the blood results. Not all were going to come in yet, but basic CBC had. “He’s dehydrated, his counts aren’t horrible, but his iron is borderline.”

“We’ll get him well.”

I nodded. “Mason have any news about the Kings?”

He sighed and plopped on the chair next to me. “They’ve been at the factory all day. Police showed up and fire department, seems like they wouldn’t let them leave. I imagine Brick might be able to get a few of them to leave soon, and then I have no doubt all hell will break loose.”

“Mmhmm, I can’t wait.”

Nick tapped my arm and I looked at him. “I’m gonna ask you a personal question. I’m serious, and I need you not to bite my head off.”

I leaned against the counter and folded my arms across my chest. “Just ask.”

“Are you replacing Two with Kona?”

I doubted I hid my shock well. “Why is that the question you’re asking?”

“Look, you don’t share what’s going on in that head of yours often. Maybe to Aziza, but we’re all worried about you. When Two chose to leave and be with some long-lost fucking family, it broke you. You think you did well hiding it from us, but we saw it…still do, and I can’t help wondering if you’re putting Kona on the pedestal where Two once stood.”

Although I knew Nick wasn’t trying to be an asshole, if he wasn’t my brother I’d throttle him. He was coming from a place of love…but still.

“Fuck you, Nick. I’m not some lovesick puppy pining for a connection. Am I hurt that Two left? Yes. Do I understand it? Not really, even though Aziza explained it, because yes, I think I could have been good for him. But I can’t make someone be attracted to me, and I also can’t force anyone to stay.”

“You loved him, though?”

I hated this conversation so much. “No. I don’t think I loved him. But I care about him. That doesn’t change just because he’s hundreds of miles away.”

Nick stood and I thought that would be the end of it, but of course it wasn’t. “Kona is messed up, not just in body but in mind. Just like Two.”

“I understand. I’m not doing this to get in Kona’s pants, and you should know me better than that.”

“That’s not at all what I was insinuating, Angel. I just worry that you’re trying to rescue Kona in a way you don’t think you did for Two is all. But you never failed Two—you saved him so he could make a choice about his life for the first time. Just make sure, in your heart, that you’re prepared for Kona to make the decision that’s best for his.”

I glared at Nick. “Kona isn’t a replacement.”

Nick turned to leave, but right before he reached the stairs. he got one more thing out. “Maybe Two had to go so you could have a full heart to love someone else. Someone worthy of all you have to offer.” He didn’t wait for me to respond; he ascended the steps, and I stared at the spot where he’d stood a moment ago.
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When I got the text from Pika that Kona was done with his bath, I raced up the stairs. Pika held open the towel while I lifted Kona as best I could without jostling him too much.

“Thanks.” He sat on the covered toilet. “Pika can help me get changed.”

“Right. Dinner’s likely almost done. I can bring it up for you if you’d like?”

“Is that okay? I don’t want anyone to think I’m avoiding them but…I kind of am at least until this swelling on my face is better.”

I could see the cold compress and anti-inflammatory had helped but not completely. “No one thinks that, and you’re free to stay up here for as long as you like. I’ll bring you another compress and more pills for after dinner.”

“You’re a good man, Angel.” Kona looked away and began patting his wet skin.

“I’ll let you get changed and get your food and the other things.”

I left the brothers to it and went to the kitchen, where Shep was plating dinner onto platters.

“They’ll eat upstairs. Kona isn’t feeling like company.”

“Sure thing.” Shep grabbed two plates and started fixing them for Pika and Kona.

“They’re leaving the factory.” Mason was sitting at the table, tablet in hand.

We all moved in behind him to watch. The drone was following the bikes, and it wouldn’t be long until they arrived at the clubhouse to see two dead members and no Kona or Pika.

They entered the property, shut off their bikes, and it was obvious they were agitated. They’d be a lot worse in a few seconds. We couldn’t see inside the clubhouse. Had we known we had more time, Noel would have placed something in there, but our priority had been Kona and Pika.

They were in the clubhouse for a good two minutes before Brick stormed out, and it was clear he was screaming. A couple of others followed and were saying something. Brick spun around and pointed at one guy and then yelled something to the other.

“I’m going to bring Pika and Kona their food. Let me know if they call the police. I doubt they will with the heat they might be getting over the factory.”

I couldn’t carry two trays, so Four helped carry one. He didn’t say anything or even look at them when he entered. Simply put the tray on the table and left.

“He’s quiet.” Kona smirked.

“That he is. His name is Four.”

“Four, like the number?” Pika asked.

“Yeah. Not really my story to tell, but in short, he probably understands what you’ve been through better than I do.”

Kona hummed. “Are you all a bunch of broken boys?”

I glanced at the bruised but beautiful man. “We’re not broken anymore.”

“Anymore…” He cocked his head. “Interesting.”

“Want to eat at the table?” Pika was setting up their dishes.

“I’d rather eat in bed; I’m sore.”

I watched as Pika brought everything over to his brother. “You have a couple of cracked ribs, no internal bleeding, you’re dehydrated, and your iron is a little low. I’ll get you vitamins to start taking and you’ll need to drink a lot of water, or I can get an IV in you.”

Kona smiled, which I was sure hurt with his face all banged up. “I like water just fine.”

“Good.” I gestured to the four bottles on the tray. “You should drink those before bed.”

“I’ll be using the bathroom every ten minutes.”

I shrugged. “I could stay, help if you needed it if you hurt to get out of bed.”

Kona stabbed a roasted potato. “I believe you would, but I can get to the bathroom on my own.”

We were all silent for a beat too long. “Right, well, I’m going to go eat. I’ll check in on you before bed.”

“Thank you, Angel.”

“Of course.”

I wanted to run out of that room and stay at the same time. Shit. Was Nick right? Was I replacing one shattered guy with another? Kona and Two were completely different people. I wasn’t sure what my heart and mind were up to, but I suspected it was a setup.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


KONA


The next morning I jolted awake, hissing in pain at the sudden movement. How I could forget that my body was a Picasso of pain was beyond me. Pika was sound asleep beside me. He had his own room attached to the one I was in, but he’d said he wanted to be close to me in case I needed him. I figured he was a little out of sorts after everything and didn’t want to be alone.

The sun was peeking through the closed windows, and I could see shadows fluttering. It was a nice breezy day, and I wondered if I could sit outside.

My full bladder wasn’t waiting anymore. Carefully, I rose from the bed and shuffle-walked to the bathroom. I was feeling marginally better today, and I could actually see out of my eyes. There was still some pressure from swelling, but it was down significantly with the help of the compress and medication Angel had given me.

When I stepped out of the bathroom, Pika was sitting up, a smile on his face.

“Morning.”

“You look better.” He hopped out of the bed and sidled next me.

“I don’t need help, Pika. Go use the bathroom.”

He wasn’t gone long. By the time I’d made it to a soft chair by the window, he’d returned. With the press of a button, the curtains opened to reveal a gorgeous view.

“It’s real nice here.” Pika took the other chair.

“It is.”

Pika’s leg bounced and he was biting his lips, a sure sign he wanted to say something.

“Spit it out, little brother.”

“I was just thinking. I’m sure Brick and the others have been back to the clubhouse by now, right?”

The thought had occurred to me. “Probably.”

“No one’s told us.”

I nodded. “Maybe we were sleeping when it all happened. How about you help me get changed, and we head downstairs? Maybe we can find something out.”

“You sure you want to take the stairs? I can just go ask someone.”

I stood slowly and made my way to the dresser I’d seen Pika put my clothes into yesterday. “I’m sure. I was hoping I could go sit outside too.”

“Yeah, okay…” He jumped up and helped me wash up and get dressed.

It took a bit, but we made it to the first floor in time to hear someone shout that breakfast was ready. So, we followed the sounds and the delicious aroma.

No one noticed Pika or me as we entered, so I took a moment to observe. Shep was at the stove beside the man who’d introduced himself as JJ. They were laughing at something one of the two blond men had said. I knew that because JJ was pointing at the one with the sunglasses on his head.

“Sausage…it’s fucking sausage, Noel, not a segue into penis-size conversations. Why does it always end up that dick sizes⁠—”

“Arise?” I believed Noel was the one with the sunglasses. He waggled his brows after he interrupted Shep.

“Go away, no food for you.”

Noel gasped and darted over to Shep, hugging him around his middle. “But I’ll starve, you love me.”

Pika laughed, and the sound made the men in the room turn to us.

“Oh, no.” Phoenix sighed. “I had a situation like this happen to me when I first came here. I walked in on Nick and Noel talking about their penises. Are you both okay? I wasn’t okay.”

That just made Pika laugh harder, and I held my side and joined him.

“We’re fine; we’ve heard way worse.”

A soft clearing of the throat behind us made me jump, which in turn made me gasp because the sudden jolt hurt.

“Are you okay?” Phoenix rushed to me, and suddenly they were all hovering.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to frighten you,” Angel apologized once I was swiftly and carefully guided to a chair.

“No, I’m just jumpy.”

“Rightly so,” JJ mumbled. “We could have brought breakfast up to you.”

“I know, but I wanted to move around and I…” I looked at Angel’s expectant face; he was so attentive. “Could I maybe sit outside today?”

“Of course.” Angel nodded. “The property is very secure, and we’ve been keeping an eye on the MC.”

“So they know?” Pika asked. “That we’re gone?”

“Yeah. And they’re mad. They might know it’s us—but, like I said, we’re watching them, and the grounds are safe. You can sit outside.” Angel motioned toward the large bay window. “The cliffs give off a lovely breeze, and there are tables and chairs if you want to eat breakfast out there.”

As much as I knew I should get more information on Brick and what he was doing, I really wasn’t ready to talk about it, and eating outside sounded like the best medicine.

“I’d love that.”

“Great. Why don’t you and Pika go out back, and I’ll bring your breakfast?”

“I can do it,” Pika offered.

“I know you can, but help your brother.”

I liked how Angel didn’t make Pika feel worthless. He always wanted to help, and the MC had shot him down a lot, saying he was too young or wouldn’t understand. Angel was careful not to belittle Pika and gave him a purpose even if it was shlepping me around.

“Yeah, okay.” Pika smiled and I let him lead me outside even though I was sure I could do it on my own.

The moment I stepped outside, the scent of fresh salt water attacked my senses and I breathed as deep as I could, not caring that it hurt viciously. This was paradise compared to how my life had been the last few years, and I was going to savor every second.

The view was stunning but as soon as I was sitting, I lifted my face to the sun and closed my eyes. The crashing waves were a symphony for my soul, the heat was a hug promising to mend every bruise, and the smells wrapped me in a blanket of hope. I didn’t know the last time I’d felt as safe as I did right now.

“Here we go.” Angel and Phoenix stepped out, each with a plate in hand, one for Pika and the other for me.

“You want to join us?” I looked at Angel, loving how the hardened man softened whenever I had his attention…as long as he wasn’t perusing my battered body—then he was all rage. “You all can; it’s your house after all,” I said when he didn’t answer me.

“Uh…” He glanced at Phoenix, who shrugged. “Yeah, sure, I’ll be right out.”

Once they went inside, Pika chuckled. “Dude liiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiikes you.”

“Shut up, twerp,” I hissed playfully, but warmth filled my chest.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


ANGEL


Phoenix, Pika, Kona, and I sat outside and ate breakfast. Phoenix and Kona talked a lot about music and choreography; Pika chimed in here and there. I, on the other hand, had nothing to contribute, but that was fine. Seeing Kona relaxed—well, as relaxed as a person with cracked ribs could be, was enough for me.

Phoenix excused himself because he had to go to an audition, and Noel was taking him. We wished him good luck. There was no hiding how nervous he was, but I had faith in the kid.

“I’m gonna go inside.” Pika stood and gathered all our dishes.

“I can take mine in.” I tried to help, but he waved me away.

“Nah, I’m good.”

“Why are you so eager to go inside?” Kona cocked his head to the side and rested his hands on his lap.

“Uhhhh…”

“Spit it out.” Kona smirked.

“Okay, so Nick told me he had some video games and wanted to know if I wanted to play them and⁠—”

Kona held up his hand. “Go have fun. I know we need to get back to your lessons, but I’ll need to figure out what to do with that since all your schoolwork is at the clubhouse.”

“If you put a list together of what you need, one of us will be sure to get it for you.” Education was important; we’d absolutely help them.

“It’s not your responsibility,” Kona said and then shooed Pika away.

The kid ran, dishes jiggling. A small laugh fell from Kona’s lips.

“There weren’t any video games at the clubhouse. He’d play some things on his phone, but he always wanted a PlayStation. It’s nice to see him be a kid.”

I relaxed in my chair and regarded Kona. “He’s been in your care for years. Can I ask how that happened?”

Kona sighed, and I thought he’d brush me off, and I wouldn’t fault him for it. I wanted him to feel comfortable here, and no matter what he told me, I’d keep him safe. But he surprised me and started talking.

“I wanted to be a singer, the best drag queen that ever was. My mother fully supported that dream, but I had to move out of our little town and to the big city.” He made jazz hands and chuckled. “I got a job waiting tables while auditioning, got a few breaks, but they were in dive clubs, and I knew I’d have to crawl my way up.”

“Success is never easy.”

He hummed. “I was okay. I lived in a shitty apartment, but all I had to worry about was myself. Then I got a call from some social worker. My mother had died suddenly, hit by a car on her way home, and my brother needed me. There was nothing for me in that small town, so I drove to get him and brought him back with me.”

He’d had a home, job, a car—I didn’t know how it had all gone bad for him.

“Department of Children and Families wasn’t thrilled with my living conditions and said I needed a more child-friendly environment. Unable to afford it, I sold my beat-up car and got a better apartment. I thought we’d be okay. I was careful with our money, Pika was going to the school by our place, I had a job.” He hung his head. “Of course, that’s when it went to shit.”

I wanted to reach over and take his hand, offer him comfort. Such an odd feeling for me. I loved my brothers and their partners, but I was never a touchy-feely guy. But right now, I wanted to hold Kona.

“One night some drunk guy grabbed me as I was walking to my dressing room, got real handsy. I pushed him off and when he came at me again, I decked him.”

“Good for you.” Although Kona was slight, I knew he was a firecracker.

He snorted. “Not the best idea, because he was the owner’s brother. I got fired, and I was certainly blacklisted since I couldn’t get a job anywhere. I tried being a waiter, busboy, sanitation worker—nothing. I knew we’d have to leave the city to try and find a cheaper apartment to live. We survived on what I was saving, and soon it ran out. DCF contacted me after an anonymous person said Pika wasn’t being taken care of. They came by and pretty much threatened me, told me to find a job, or they’d give Pika to the state. They didn’t offer to help me find one…no, that would be kind.”

“The government makes it impossible to succeed.”

He nodded. “I actually contemplated giving Pika to DCF, thinking they’d find a home for him with great people, but in the end, I packed us up and we ran. Living on the streets is not glamorous, and we struggled a lot. I used whatever cash I had to get us tents, food, clothes to keep us warm, whatever I could.”

“That had to be so hard.”

“It was, but I would do anything for Pika.”

“There was no life insurance or anything from your mom?”

He shook his head. “She couldn’t afford anything like that.” He shrugged. “Anyway, one night there was an encampment sweep.” He looked at me. “Do you know what that is?”

“Abatement workers?”

“Yup. It was raining, freezing, Pika had a cold, and I became desperate. I wrapped him up in all the clothes I could grab and sneaked us into a convenience store. I was going to lift some medicine for him and only pay for a pack of gum. But that didn’t work out well.”

“Got caught?”

“Mmhmm. Clerk said I had to pay or he’d call the cops. Suddenly, someone slammed a twenty on the counter and said he’d pay for it.”

“A good Samaritan, rare these days.”

“Almost extinct, but no, more like a wolf in sheep’s clothing. That was how I met Brick.”

Oh, shit. “Damn, at your lowest.”

“You got it. He made grand promises, and for a while he was wonderful. I thought, sure, being around bikers wasn’t ideal, but it was better than what I had. He even helped me work again, and the next thing I knew I was so wrapped up in his web that when I wanted to be free, he’d trapped me.”

“That’s awful. I’m sorry.”

“Not your fault, and besides, I’m safe now, Pika is too, and that’s thanks to you and your family. I’ll never be able to repay you for what you’ve done.”

Now I did reach over and take his hand gently. “You don’t ever have to. We’re happy to get those Dead Kings gone. We want you and your brother to have a great life, and we’ll make sure that happens for you.”

He leaned in closer, pain etched on his face. I was going to tell him to sit back, but he cupped my cheek with his hand and smiled softly. “Maybe not extinct after all.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


KONA


I was exhausted when I was done confessing everything to Angel. I wanted to return to normalcy, but I recognized that it wasn’t going to happen if I pushed myself too hard, too fast. I brushed off the offer of help, because I could walk up the stairs. As I sat on the bed catching my breath, I took a few minutes to just be. It wasn’t something I could do in the clubhouse; I had to be on all the time, be ready, vigilant. Here, it was more relaxing.

I slipped under the covers and tried to get comfortable. Angel had given me some pills earlier and informed me that someone named Aziza was coming by. I wasn’t going to nap, but he told me she’d wait.

I should’ve felt guilty for wanting to go to sleep and let anyone wait, but again, I was allowing myself to be a little selfish. This wasn’t a vacation, and Brick would absolutely retaliate once he figured out who was behind all this, so for now, I was going to live in the moment. I closed my eyes and fell fast asleep.
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When I woke from my nap, I went downstairs to find Dr. Aziza Bakir sitting in the kitchen with Angel and Four. A beautiful and kind woman, she smiled at me and something about her made me feel like I’d known her forever.

“Kona and Pika—those are great names,” she said once I’d sat and introductions were out of the way.

“Our mother was Hawaiian; her name was Nalani.”

“Beautiful name. I saw Pika earlier; you both have the dark hair—is that from your mom as well?”

I nodded. “Our father, well, he vanished once Pika was born. He was a blond-haired, pasty-looking guy. It’s why we have the last name Miller.”

She hummed. “And what happened to him?”

“Drug overdose a few years after he split. I remember my mom getting the call. She cried, but she was so angry with him, I don’t know what emotion owned those tears.”

“I like that—what emotion owned the tears.”

I shrugged. “Feel free to use it.”

“I just might.” She glanced at Angel. Four had disappeared once I’d sat down—he’d said he had something to do and then was going to see Lizzy, whoever that was.

“Angel, would it be okay if I speak with Kona alone for a little bit?”

Angel’s eyes widened. “Oh, yeah of course. Kona, you cool with that?”

“Yeah.” I smiled. “Thank you.”

“How about we go outside?” Aziza asked.

“That’s fine with me.”

I followed Aziza, peering over my shoulder before the door shut. Angel was fixing himself coffee, but he peered up and honest-to-God beamed. He was a beautiful man but when he smiled, he was stunning.

“How’s this?” I turned and saw Aziza gesturing to two chairs under an umbrella.

“That’s good.”

I could have said no to talking with her at any time but I understood that Pika and the others were worried about me. Aziza never flinched when she looked at me, and I knew my face was a rainbow of colors. The swelling was just about gone now, but I was a Jackson Pollack painting.

“I know this is weird, talking to a perfect stranger, and I know you’re not stupid, Kona. I wanted to get you alone to talk about a few things. Mainly, things Angel has brought to my attention that concern him, and you have alluded to not wanting to discuss.”

I sighed and tapped my finger against my leg. “I’m not in some sort of denial that I’m not suffering from mental and physical trauma. I won’t disrespect your profession by telling you therapy won’t work, but, Dr. Bakir, who I am, in my heart and mind, never changed no matter how many times Brick hit me, raped me, or yelled at me. This?” I motioned to my face. “Will heal, and so will my soul.”

“Like I said, not stupid.” She shifted in her seat. “It’s interesting, though. You recognize that he raped you even though you were in a relationship. There’s an awful stigma that too many people believe that it can’t be rape if you’re married or together.”

I scoffed. “Marital rape is illegal in all fifty states, and rape is illegal, period. That doesn’t mean it doesn’t happen and that police and government officials don’t see it that way.”

She nodded. “Agreed. But, Kona, you’ve been doing so much of this on your own that I believe you think you have to heal in all ways on your own. That’s not true.” She motioned to the house behind her. “These guys have done incredible things, saved people, seen horrific things, and they talk to me. We all need shoulders to lean on and ears to hear us.”

Her kindness warmed me. “I appreciate that, Dr. Bakir.”

“Please call me Aziza.”

“Okay. I’m not saying I’ll never talk about it. I’m saying I’m not at the place in my life where I’m ready to work through it all.”

“I understand, Kona.”

I glanced at the house behind her. Angel wasn’t in the kitchen anymore, and I couldn’t see anyone through any of the windows. “I am so grateful to those men in that house for saving me and Pika. Our lives weren’t the only thing they took out of that clubhouse, and I appreciate how worried they are about me.”

Aziza reached into her pocket and pulled out a business card. “I won’t pressure you into talking to me, but know that if or when you’re ready, I’m a phone call away.”

I took it and sandwiched it between my hands. “Thanks.”

“One last thing. Angel ran tests on you, and nothing that came back is life threatening or something he can’t handle to care for you. Are you comfortable with him handling the medical portion of your healing, or would you like a doctor to come and take a look at you?”

I waved her offer away. “He’s doing well, he’s respected my boundaries, and honestly, I’m feeling better since I’ve arrived.”

“Very good. If you change your mind, you can call me for that as well.”

“Again, I thank you.”

She stood and smiled down at me. “You’re a remarkable person, Kona. I can’t wait until you’re one hundred percent perfect so I can see you perform. I’m told it’s extraordinary.”

I could feel the blush warming my bruised face. “I would love nothing more than to have you at my next show, whenever that may be.”

“Great. See you around, Kona.”

I watched her leave, choosing to stay outside a little longer. It was coming on lunchtime, and while I wished I could help them, my ribs were protesting the minimal activity I’d already done today.

My head back and the sun on my face, I relaxed and let my mind repeat everything Aziza said. I lingered on her telling me that the brothers had seen horrific things. Perhaps I wasn’t the only one running from monsters.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


ANGEL


A week had gone by since we’d brought Kona and Pika to the house, and the Dead Kings hadn’t retaliated. Hell, they were so wrapped up in what had happened at the factory, and they couldn’t sneeze without the cops knowing about it.

I was sure they’d likely paid off some police, scared them, but they couldn’t ignore this. I’d thought maybe they’d have been arrested for what was in the factory, but who knew what was going on?

Noel hacked into the police department database, as he’d been known to do before, and only saw an open investigation for arson. No mention of anything inside the factory that had been destroyed.

Kona still napped every day but he’d been hanging around the living room, talking to everyone. Phoenix got the part he’d auditioned for, so tonight Shep was cooking him lasagna, his favorite, and we were going to all play some card game that was like Go Fish but was called Go Fuck Yourself…I didn’t know but Phoenix was so happy, and we all wanted to celebrate his good news. I didn’t have the heart to tell him I’d rather eat paint.

“This is delicious,” Kona said as he wiped his lips. His swelling was completely down, he was moving easier, and while he still sported black and blues, the light was back in his eyes.

“Thank you.” Shep smiled.

“Kona, I have to ask, what products do you use in your hair?” JJ asked.

“Oh, well…actually, nothing lately. I think I left it all at the clubhouse.”

Without thought I took out my phone. “What do you need? I’ll order it.”

When he didn’t answer and the room went silent, I peered over my phone. Everyone was staring at me. Pika with a smirk, Kona’s mouth was in the shape of an O, and my asshole brothers were silently giggling. JJ, Mason, and the rest didn’t appear to be holding in their humor either.

“What?” I snapped.

“I appreciate that, Angel. I can get my own stuff. If I can get my stash at the club, I can pay for it.”

“Oh!” Pika turned to Kona. “Leo texted me the other day, said if you needed help, he’d gladly do it.” We’d been able to locate where Brick had stashed Pika’s cell phone, and had made sure it was untraceable, given it back to him, extracting the promise that he wouldn’t tell anyone where they were.

Kona’s eyes widened. “Pika, you didn’t tell him I had money hiding in the club, did you?”

“No.” Pika rolled his eyes. “But I’m sure he’d get it for you and bring it here or somewhere.”

“It’s not a good idea to involve anyone else. If Brick or any of the MCs find out Leo is helping, it could end badly for him.” I placed my phone down. I’d find out what Kona needed for his hair and get it for him.

“Then how are we going to get my brother’s money?”

“I can go get it,” Four offered.

“And how would you do that?” Gabe lifted a brow. “You can’t get in without a reservation, the Dead Kings are watching us, and even if you managed to get past the door, someone would see you looking around.”

“A disguise.”

“What disguise, Four? I mean, yes, okay, you dress up. But still, you gotta get in.” JJ sipped his water.

“Your friend Leo, he can at least get a reservation without suspicion, right?” Four looked at Pika.

“As long as the name isn’t anything to do with the Saint brothers, yeah.”

Four dipped his chin. “So we use an alias, you tell me where the money is, I go in and get it.”

“That easy, huh?” Shep asked.

Four cocked his head. “Yes, that easy, Shepard.” The way Four answered sent a shiver up my spine.

Truth was, while we knew what Four was capable of, we’d only seen a little bit of it when he’d torn open the necks of people trying to kill JJ. We knew his strength, but his stealth, we didn’t know. He was lethal, and sometimes I thought we’d forgotten that.

“Yeah, uh…” Shep cleared his throat. “Okay, we can make that work, sure.”

“We can discuss that later. Let’s play. I’m dying to tell you all to go fuck yourselves.” Noel winked and stood to collect plates.
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Two days later, we were able to give Four’s idea a chance. All was quiet with the MC, though we knew eventually they’d do something, and Pika was able to get in touch with Leo to get Four a reservation for the Friday show. We’d be skipping family night, and it was the first time it had ever been completely canceled.

Kona was instrumental in transforming Four. He knew how to use makeup to create a new look, plus wigs, clothes. He was an artist, and Four was his masterpiece.

“How do I look?” Four spun around in a circle. He looked about ten years older with a salt-and-pepper-colored wig and boring casual wear that would have him blending right in. Kona was able to give him facial hair and bushier eyebrows too.

“If I didn’t know you, I…well, I wouldn’t know you.” Nick chuckled.

“Okay, show starts in an hour, so you’ll want to get going. You’ll sit at the bar since you’re alone, and Leo told Pika that’s often where single reservations go. Kona said the money is in their dressing room. Go into the closet and lift the bottom left portion of the rug. There will be a loose floorboard. In there is a black bag. Once in hand, you’re going to go out the rear exit. Shep and Gabe will be with you in the car and will park by there. When you have that bag, you must move fast. People will notice you running out with it.” I went over everything again, and while Four didn’t roll his eyes, I could tell he was annoyed.

“I got it, Angel. I’ll be fine.”

“Here.” Nick handed him a tiny-as-fuck earpiece. “Put this in. It won’t get stuck; it has a magnet, so I’ll use this to pull it out when you’re done.” He held up a small instrument that looked like a Q-tip. “You’ll be able to hear us, Shep, and Gabe. This”—Nick tapped on a small button on his black shirt—“is your microphone. We won’t be able to see you through anything you have on, but I’m not worried about it because…” He motioned to Noel.

“I was able to hack into the club’s cameras, so we can watch you on those.” He beamed.

“Wow, you two are incredible.” Kona patted Noel on the shoulder and smiled at Nick.

A small tendril of maybe jealousy glided through my chest, but I pushed it away. “Great, so you’re all set. You gotta go.”

Four didn’t hesitate; he walked out the front door with Gabe and Shep. They would park half a block from the club, then drive to the back for pickup.

Noel grabbed his laptop and sat on the couch while Nick did the same on the opposite one. They were typing away. “I’ll send the camera feed to you all so you can watch,” Noel said.

“Why not just put it on the TV?” JJ pointed to the huge television in the living room that we’d used many times.

“I can do that; I just wasn’t sure you were all staying in here.” He shrugged.

“What the fuck else do we have to do?” I snapped and sat heavily in the love seat.

I was surprised when Kona joined me, his lithe body warm beside mine. “You okay?”

The camera feed appeared on the TV, separated into four sections so we could follow along.

“Yeah, fine. Are you okay?” I looked away from the screen to focus on Kona. His bruises were fading with every day that passed. He had creams we’d gotten him to help with that, and they clearly were working.

“I always feel okay around you, Angel.” A small smile curved his gorgeous mouth, and I was rendered speechless. Was he flirting? Was I reading into something?

“Oh…that’s…good.”

He laughed. “It really is.” He squeezed my arm, the feeling of his hand lighting something up inside me. All too soon, he let go and focused on the television. I had to calm myself from just a simple touch. Kona affected me in ways I’d never felt before. In my body…and in my heart.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


KONA


It was insane what these guys could do. If Brick or the MC knew just how dangerous they were, I wasn’t so sure they’d fight them head on. Maybe they did know and that was why they were waiting. The thought sobered me, distracting me from the grand display of what was in front of me.

I didn’t want anything to happen to them—they were helping me and Pika, but I did know what Brick was capable of. I didn’t know if these guys could take them if the Dead Kings had strategized.

“We’re pulling down the street.” Gabe’s voice came through the speakers, and I jumped.

“Sorry, should’ve warned you.” Angel lightly and briefly touched my leg. Something about his touch anchored me.

You’d think after all I’d been through, anyone touching me would have me running and screaming, but he didn’t.

“It’s okay, now I know.”

A few minutes later, Mason pointed to the TV we were all watching. “There’s Four.”

“I have a reservation, name is Bill Darling.”

I chuckled at the name, and Nick shrugged. “It was this old guy I met years ago that worked at a bodega. Nice guy, loved the name.”

We watched Four enter the club; then the screen cycled to the larger view inside. Four went to the bar as instructed, and Leo approached him for an order. It all looked normal.

“Any MCs there?” JJ asked, and Noel expanded another shot.

“Three are.”

“One of those is a prospect named Dill, and the other two are patches, Mike and Fly,” I said.

“Who were the two we killed at the clubhouse?” Angel wondered.

“Prospects, Tick and Robby.” I hadn’t known them well.

We all sat in silence as the show began. Ima Cummings was amazing, and the girls all slayed. Brick had made sure to keep the show going even in my absence, and Ima explained that I was recovering from an accident. A bunch of awws made my eyes roll. I missed performing.

“An accident.” I snorted, and Angel patted my leg again. I didn’t want him to keep removing his hand, so this time once he was about to, I placed mine over his. I heard him gasp but he settled, and I couldn’t hold in my smile.

Halfway through the show, we heard Four tell Leo he was headed to the bathroom but ordered another drink. It made it appear like he’d return.

The bathrooms were in the same direction as the dressing rooms, so no one batted an eye when he went there. Not even the MCs—they were watching the show and the floor.

There weren’t cameras in my dressing room—I’d made sure of that—so we couldn’t see Four, but we listened. He didn’t speak, probably not to draw attention, so it was all light thumps and rustling noises.

After maybe a minute, he whispered, “Got it.” Damn, that was incredibly fast.

I watched the TV as he exited the dressing room. The corridor did have cameras, and he’d need to move fast. I was sure he was going to get caught, but it was as if I blinked and he was out the door and sliding into the car.

“Holy shit!” I laughed. “That was flawless.”

“Four is like some ninja!” Pika was standing, fisting his hair, an expression of hero worship on his face.

“He surprises us every day,” Angel muttered and when I glanced at him, I could see pride shining in his eyes.

“Later, they will go through the video. Brick has someone do it every night.” It was how Brick had known one of the queens had been getting high during performances.

“It might be what pushes him to act.” JJ shrugged. “Honestly, I wish he’d just try, so we could get this over with.”

Mason guffawed. “Shut your whore mouth, JJ! Can we not enjoy peacetime?”

“Is it peacetime, Mason? Seriously, why not strike them now, finish it?” JJ was looking at Angel.

“We need to be careful, JJ. Maybe it’s their hope that we attack them. We don’t know. We’re watching, Noel and Nick are digging. Let’s not start fires we can’t put out.”

JJ sighed. “Yeah, okay, fine.”

His petulance reminded me of how Pika got when things didn’t go his way, and I chuckled. “Believe me, JJ, quiet isn’t something Brick is good at, and he never lets anything go. I suggest you enjoy the quiet while you can.”

“I’m sure you’re right; they make me feel uneasy.”

I understood the feeling and was going to say something, but Pika interrupted. “Look.”

We were all involved in conversation, so we hadn’t been watching the TV. Fly and Mike were yanking Leo out from behind the bar.

“Shit!” Nick hissed.

“Do you think they were watching the video already and put two and two together?” Mason wondered.

“If that’s true, Leo is a dead man.” I squeezed Angel’s hand. “Seriously, Brick will kill him if he realizes Leo let Four in and then saw Four leaving my dressing room with a bag. He will get whatever info out of him he can first, though.”

I could see Angel trying to figure out a way to make this work. Four, Gabe, and Shep were on their way to the house. Maybe they could turn around and go and do something?

On the television I watched them throw Leo onto the bed of a pickup truck. Dill jumped in with him while Mike and Fly got into the driver and passenger seats.

“We still have eyes on the clubhouse?” Angel got up, my hand sliding off him and the coldness that seeped through my skin at his absence jarred me.

“Yeah. Using a drone, I hooked a camera onto one of the tall trees so we can watch comings and goings.” Noel was typing and a moment later, the clubhouse came onto the screen. “You think they’ll bring him there?”

“Where else would they go, if not the clubhouse?” Nick turned to me.

“Brick didn’t talk a lot of business with me. I knew of some factory, but until you all lit it up, I wasn’t sure where it was.”

“Maybe Shep can turn around, see if he can follow them?” Mason suggested.

“It’s our best bet right now.” Nick hit a button and then let Shep, Gabe, and Four know what was going on.

“We’ll see what we can do. What color was the pickup?” Shep asked.

“Black, maybe a dark blue,” Noel chimed in.

“Okay, we’ll keep you posted,” Gabe responded.

There was little to nothing that we could do. The clubhouse was in view on the screen so if they went there, we’d see. I didn’t know what anyone could do if they did bring Leo there. The MCs outnumbered everyone in this house, and from what I’d gathered, not all of them could fight.

It felt as if my bones were vibrating under my skin. Leo was a good man, always kind, so helpful, and would never hurt anyone. To know this was happening because of me made my stomach roll.

I thought about what Aziza said about not talking about what happened to me, not wanting to put a voice to what Brick had put me through. Even considering how out of control those horrifying moments were between the two of us, I understood my resolve, my strength. I was tethered to the belief that I could overcome.

With Leo, I had no idea what was going through his head, what he could endure, and if he’d even make it home tonight. But what I did know was that if he died, I’d never forgive myself.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


ANGEL


“We have a problem.” Shep’s voice came through the speakers.

“What is it?” We didn’t have eyes on the pickup truck—just the clubhouse. Wherever Brick was having Leo delivered, Shep, Gabe, and Four were the only ones who knew.

“They aren’t going to the clubhouse, that’s for certain. They turned in a different direction. That’s not the problem. Issue is, at least seven bikes just passed us on the highway before the turnoff, which means⁠—”

“You’ll be way outnumbered.” Noel finished Shep’s sentence.

“There are only three of us, and we only have two guns between us. We didn’t know we’d be dealing with a rescue mission. With the three that were at the club and the seven bikes, that’s ten of the MCs at least. We’re good, but not that good.” I could hear Gabe’s frustration.

“If we leave him there, he will die.” Four’s voice was like ice.

“I get it, Four, but the odds are not in our favor,” Shep argued.

I peeked at Kona. He had his head in his hands; he had to understand that this wasn’t a round we’d win. He lifted his head, and a tear fell from his right eye. I wanted to promise him we’d save Leo, but there wasn’t a guarantee, and we couldn’t do it right now.

Without taking my eyes off Kona I ordered, “Get the location, don’t engage, come home. We’ll get eyes there and hope a window of opportunity comes and we can get him out.”

“Leo means nothing to Brick; he will kill him.” Four was matter of fact.

“He’s right,” Kona whispered. “He’ll die because of me.”

“Come home.” I walked over to Kona. “So will my brothers if I send them in there right now.”

“It’s all my fault.” A sob broke free from Kona. I sat beside him and the second I did, he fell into my arms.

“No, it’s not. You’re not responsible for what Brick does. Leo chose to help you and in the back of his mind, he knew this could happen. Once we get that location we can assess it, just like we did with you and Pika. We can’t just go in there; you know that, right?”

He nodded against my chest. “Brick didn’t want to kill me, Angel. There’s no fun in that, but Leo…he’ll try and get what he can from him and then kill him. You won’t have the time you think you do.”

My gut told me he was right. As soon as I’d ordered Shep, Gabe, and Four to get the location and return home, I’d signed Leo’s death warrant. But I couldn’t sacrifice their lives, not when they were so horribly outnumbered. Leo would die, and so would they. It was a hard choice and that was why I’d made it and hadn’t left it to any of them to voice it.

“I’m sorry, Kona.”

“Please don’t be mad at Leo if he sells you out to end the pain.” Kona’s voice was broken.

“I don’t want him to suffer, Kona. I’d never blame him for a thing.”

He wrapped his arms tighter around me, and I gently held him while he cried.
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The location was a deserted barn in the middle of nowhere. Shep, Gabe, and Four got as close as they could. From what they could gather, there were twelve bikers. Shep logged the coordinates and sent them over, and Nick got a drone out immediately.

The aerial view showed bikes surrounding the barn. We’d never be able to take them all as it was. We needed to break them up and kill them off in clusters. Maybe blowing up the clubhouse—that might work.

We slept in shifts that night, watching the barn for any movement. It wasn’t until about six am that the MC started rolling out. I watched carefully for Leo, but it was only bikers. Just one motorcycle was left behind, and I wondered if it was to watch Leo or to clean up.

“Nick.” I shook him awake from his spot on the couch.

“Hmm?”

“We have an opening.”

He sat up and squinted at the TV. “Fucking finally.”

We all gathered quickly. Regardless of the shape Leo was in, we were getting him out of there, and if we could get a Dead King in the process, even better.

“There are two roads that actually lead to the barn.” Noel put a map up on the television. “Two teams can go in.”

“Okay.” I looked at Shep. “You, Gabe, and Four can be one team. Me and Nick another. Noel, you’re our eyes in the sky on this.”

“You got it.” Noel nodded.

I turned to go get geared up and came face-to-face with Kona. “You need to be careful, Angel. You all do. Just because you see one bike doesn’t mean there’s only one King in there.”

The urge to kiss Kona and hold him was overwhelming at that moment. I’d never just grab him, of course, but the intensity of the feeling took my breath away. His worry and genuine fear for us was raw and there for anyone to see.

“We’ll be okay.” I lightly pressed my hand to his lower back and guided him over to Noel. “You can watch with Noel. You’ll see, we’ll be fine.”

He nodded shakily and sat down, but his gaze didn’t leave mine. Even after I left the room to get my things, I could feel his stare burning holes through the wall.

Nick, Shep, Four, Gabe, and I met in the garage and split off. We knew our jobs, and we were in each other’s ears. Noel was watching us, so if anyone approached we’d be ready for them.

Right now, I was holding on to false hope that Leo was still alive. Kona was right; Leo would be worthless to Brick once he got the information he wanted. I was crossing everything that Leo was holding on.

Once the barn came into view, we knew we were likely going to be heard as we got closer, but the truth was, I’d rather be shot at with a car as a shield than running in an open field.

“Coming in on the opposite side.” Shep’s voice came through the earpiece.

“Punch it.” I hit the gas, and I could see Shep approaching on the other side. They’d probably focus on one of us, giving the other enough time to step in.

A second later, two Kings were running out with fucking machine guns strapped to their chests. Both focused on Shep’s truck. The moment Shep veered to the left, I accelerated even more. They’d just turned my way when my car collided with them, sending them flying…messing up my car. But it just needed to get me off the property; then I could stash it somewhere and tow it later.

“Nice.” Gabe smiled as he hopped out of the truck and moved to the guys. One was still, and the other was moaning. Gabe lifted his gun to the man and shot him in the head. Just to be safe, he did the same to the other.

“If no one has come out hearing that, they are likely all who were stationed here,” I said.

“Let’s get inside.” Shep held his gun in front of him and led the way into the barn.

The first thing I noticed was the smell of blood and piss. The next thing I saw was Leo’s still body hanging from a meat hook in the middle of the space, his eyes staring out lifeless. Judging by the abuse all over his skin, he’d held out as long as he could. What I didn’t know was if he’d told Brick what he wanted to know or if he’d lied to him.

I had no doubt we’d find out soon.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


KONA


Leo was dead. I heard Angel confirm it through the speaker. Noel grimaced and offered his condolences, but a huge part of me had known they wouldn’t find him alive. It wasn’t Brick’s style. If you were no longer useful, you were permanently removed.

I listened as the brothers went back and forth over what to do. In the end, they cleaned up any trace of them being there and drove a mile out. Using a burner phone, they made an anonymous phone call to the authorities.

“It’ll be interesting to see how they deal with this,” Noel mumbled as he typed.

“Because you believe the cops are in Brick’s pocket?” Brick didn’t talk a lot of club business in my presence, but I’d seen him conversing with a few police in town here and there.

“Oh, I’m sure of it. The fact that no one in the MC was arrested after we set the factory ablaze, with all that illegal shit in there, tells me that. I wonder, though, with this happening following that, maybe they’ll be forced to do something.”

“And you want them arrested?” I’d been under the impression that the brothers were planning to kill every member of the Dead Kings.

“We want them distracted, on edge. They will have so much coming at them from all angles that when the dust settles there are so few of them left, it’ll be like shooting fish in a barrel.” Noel grinned and if I hadn’t known he was actually a nice guy, I’d have suspected he was a psychopath.

“I see.”

Noel had a drone a fair distance away, and in stealth mode, which was far too high-tech for me to fathom. We watched as four police cars descended on the abandoned barn. It was obvious the MCs that were there were dead since even I could see one dead on the ground.

I couldn’t take my eyes off the monitor. I watched every movement the police made, wondering if Brick had every one of them on his payroll. What would that mean for the brothers if Brick turned the cops onto them?

“You assume there aren’t some cops that would be relieved the Kings were dead.” I jolted at the sound of Angel’s voice. I hadn’t realized I’d voiced my worry aloud nor that he had returned. “Sorry, didn’t mean to startle you.”

“It’s okay. I was engrossed.” I motioned to the screen. “I didn’t hear you all come in.”

His chin dipped. “I’m real sorry about your friend, Kona.”

A sniffling sound to my left caught my attention. Pika was on the couch, knees to his chest, crying.

“Pika,” I whispered and went over to him. As soon as I sat he rested his head on my lap, careful of my ribs. Pika liked Leo. He’d always been kind to Pika, the only person at the club who actually listened to him when he’d go on and on about something he was interested in. Even if Leo hadn’t known what Pika was talking about, he’d listened.

“He didn’t do anything wrong, Kona,” Pika cried.

“No, baby brother, he didn’t.” I ran my fingers through his hair and kept my gaze on Angel. “And I promise, the Dead Kings will live up to their name.”

With a curt nod, Angel left the room, and I stayed with Pika while he mourned his friend.
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That night, I lay in my room, staring at the ceiling, wondering how this would all really end. Would the Saint brothers prevail, or would Brick? And if Brick did, what would that mean for me and Pika?

A light knock surprised me. It was eleven-thirty, and as far as I knew, most everyone had gone to bed. Pika had cried himself to exhaustion by the end of the day and was out like a light. Even if it was him, he’d come through the adjoining door.

“Come in,” I said loudly. Nothing happened, so I shouted again.

The door opened and Angel popped his head inside. “I realized after I knocked I wouldn’t hear you; the rooms are soundproof. Did I wake you?”

I shook my head, shocked to see him. “Everything okay?”

He held up a small bottle. “Forgot your pain pills.”

“Oh.” Was that disappointment I was feeling? Why, Kona, did you think he was coming in for a booty call with you all black and blue, still?

“Do you have water?” He entered the room, shutting the door behind him.

“Yeah.” I took the glass beside me.

He shuffled closer, and I watched every movement he made. His brows furrowed as he tackled the childproof cap, his lower lip jutting out slightly in concentration. He was a beautiful man even when frustrated.

“Here you go.” He tipped the bottle, and two pills tumbled into the palm of my hand.

“Thanks.”

I took them, surprised when Angel just stood there.

“Was there something else?”

He sighed and rubbed his bald head. Seriously, not just anyone could pull off the look, but Angel gave the best of them a run for their money.

“Have a seat, Angel.” I gestured to the huge bed.

“Oh…uhh.” I didn’t miss the way his eyes darted to the spot next to me, where a lover might lie, before flipping to the end. “Sure.”

“What’s on your mind, Angel?”

“I saw how you were taking care of Pika.” He didn’t so much blurt it out, but it was as if Angel wasn’t sure how to talk to me all of a sudden.

“Yeah, I’ve been doing that for a long time. After our mother died, he had a lot of trouble dealing with it.”

He cocked his head. “How’d you handle yourself during that time?”

“Me?” The question took me by surprise. “Uh, I mean, I was devastated. She was my mom, and I loved her. But⁠—”

“But Pika needed you, so you just suppressed it all and let him feel while you didn’t?”

Well, damn. “I didn’t have the luxury to fall apart, Angel.”

He looked down for a beat, and then his soulful brown eyes met mine. “How about now?”

“Now what?”

“How about you fall apart now?”

I scoffed. “Why would I do that?”

“Because you need to, Kona.” He shifted on the bed turning to face me better. “Can I tell you a story?”

“Sure?” He was bouncing all over the place, and I was just trying to follow.

“I had a sister once, even a mother and father.”

Oh, he was getting personal. “Something happened to them, and that’s how you ended up in foster care?”

“No.” He cleared his throat. “They were my foster parents. Scarlett was in the same foster home with us.”

“I…okay.” I sat back, wanting to reach out to him because I had a feeling this story was going to be heartbreaking. I could see in his expression that just talking about it was hurting him.

“I don’t talk about this much—ever, really. But I think you’ll understand everything I’m about to tell you, and when I’m done, maybe you’ll allow yourself to fall apart a little bit.”

I nodded and listened to his story.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


ANGEL


I’d realized Kona hadn’t taken his pills, and I didn’t want him to be in pain while he slept. As I’d ascended the stairs, it had hit me how much Kona kept it together for Pika, just as I’d done for my brothers after my parents and sister were killed. I’d needed to crack open, and it had taken me so long to do so. Only once I’d done that had I been I able to heal. Kona needed that.

“The Baris family, that’s what was written on the entryway of the living room of their house. They adopted me, Gabe, Shep, Nick, Noel, and Scarlett. We were a big family and for a year, we were a happy one. Our parents were killed and Scarlett was kidnapped, raped, and murdered by a group of rich, powerful, evil people. She was only sixteen.”

Kona gasped.

“Me and my brothers changed our name to Saint, tracked every single one of them down, and for years, on Christmas Eve, we killed until they were all gone.”

“Why Christmas Eve?” he asked.

“That’s when they murdered Scarlett.” I closed my eyes, trying to wash away the image of her battered body.

“It’s okay, Angel, you don’t have to tell me more.” Kona had sat up and was resting his hand atop mine.

“No, I do.” I swallowed loudly. “We were all consumed by rage for a while, but one night I heard crying. Nick was sitting outside, and in his hand was a family photo of all of us on adoption day. He fell apart. After that, Noel did. Then Shep and Gabe.”

“But not you.”

“Not for a long time. They were shattering in front of me, and I worried they would be lost in their grief and not see danger coming, so I stayed vigilant. I closed the safe door on my emotions and let my brothers crumble.”

“Not very healthy.”

I looked into Kona’s sweet eyes. “No, it’s not.”

“What happened then?”

“I was alone one night. It was years later. My brothers were off doing something—I can’t remember what. I was sitting in my bedroom. I turned on the TV, and The Golden Girls came on. A prickle of sadness was working overtime to wheedle its way through the sealed door because Scarlett, my parents, all of us loved that show, but I hadn’t watched it since they died. I avoided it at all costs.”

“It’s a great show.” He smiled softly.

“I tried to hit the button and change it, but I couldn’t. For the first time, I swore I felt them with me, hugging me, telling me to let go. Begging me.”

“Did you?”

“Like a dam broke. I sobbed for hours. It was so bad I stayed in my room the next day, telling my brothers I was sick so they wouldn’t see my swollen eyes.” I chuckled.

“How’d you feel after that?”

“Relieved.”

Kona’s brows pinched. “Relieved?”

“Before that moment, I didn’t think I’d really ever feel anything ever again. I loved my brothers, so I stayed strong for them. I convinced myself that was what my purpose was. When I finally grieved, I ripped off the Band-Aid so the wound could truly heal properly.”

Kona pursed his lips. “And you think I need to.”

“I know you do, Kona.” I flipped my hand and entwined our fingers. “You’re safe to do it now. I’ll watch over you, and so will my brothers. You can start the process of mourning all you’ve lost. You’ll never be able to move forward, not truly, until you do.”

“Angel,” he whispered. “I’m so sorry about your sister and parents. That’s horrific, I can’t think of a word that truly encompasses what happened to them.”

“Thank you.”

“I…” He sighed and blinked. “I wouldn’t even know how to crack open the shell around me.”

I nodded. “Talk about her. Talk about Leo.”

“To you?”

Shit. Was I making it seem like he had to confide in me? “Uh…”

Kona chuckled. “I’m not being confrontational, I’m asking. Can I tell you about my mom?” He scooted closer. “You’ll keep me safe if I crumble?”

“I promise.” And I meant it. Even if Kona was never vulnerable, I’d guard him with everything I had.

“She laughed at everything. Seriously. You know how some people cry when they are happy, sad, excited?”

“I do. Scarlett was like that.”

“Right, so you know how awkward it is. I have this memory of a neighbor coming by—Pam, I think her name was. Pam was telling my mom that her husband had passed away and how Pam found herself lonely a lot of the time. My mother, she started laughing. I knew this about her but still. Pam was so upset, I had to explain to her that it wasn’t personal.”

I chuckled.

“My mom felt so bad afterward, she must have baked ten pies for the woman. One she even wrote ‘I’m so sorry’ on.” He sighed wistfully. “My mother tried for a year to get back in Pam’s good graces.”

“Did she?”

“No.” Kona snorted. “Pam died a year later in a car accident. When another neighbor came by to tell my mom…” He motioned with his hand.

“Oh no, she laughed?”

Kona touched his nose. “Bingo.”

We were both laughing. “I’m shocked you all didn’t pack up and leave due to the laughing scandal.”

Kona was laughing harder now, holding his ribs. I wanted to try and calm him down so he wouldn’t injure himself further, but then his shoulders began shaking for an entirely different reason. Kona Miller was cracking.

I didn’t think; I got up and moved to the other side of the bed. Just as I’d gotten close, Kona fell into my arms and sobbed.

It wasn’t loud, and I was sure it hurt, but he gripped the back of my shirt, buried his face into my chest, and cried; he let go. Kona was ripping off the Band-Aid.

Sometimes we buried things away so deep, covered them, and locked them away and we didn’t know how to get them out again. I came to the conclusion that I’d skipped out on grieving my family, and when the first tendrils of it had poked through, instead of welcoming it I’d tried to fight it. Until I just hadn’t wanted to.

Kona had broken the shell he’d created and allowed me to be part of it. He gave himself permission to mourn, and me the honor to be here for it.

We didn’t talk anymore. I held Kona as tight as I could without hurting him and let him soak my shirt with his tears. I wasn’t sure how long it was after they’d begun to fall, but Kona quieted.

I peeked down at his face—it was still bruised, but he was getting better. His eyes were now swollen from crying, his cheeks were wet, and he was fast asleep.

He clung to me so tightly, I couldn’t move. I didn’t want to startle him once he woke to see me in his bed, but the way he was holding on to me, there was no way to shimmy out without waking him.

With a defeated sigh, I gave up. I’d stay awake to be alert when he opened his eyes. I could do that. I’d assured him I was merely there for comfort, and I’d leave the second I got an opening…yeah, there was no way he’d hold on all night. I’d get my chance to slip out. I just had to wait it out.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


KONA


I came awake slowly, peacefully. That hadn’t happened in a long time. Usually I was jolted awake by shouts, a bang, or my internal fear. I was pleasantly warm and while slightly sore, I didn’t mind. I knew where I was and who was under me. Angel. His scent was unique, delicious, and him. His heartbeat under my ear teased me back to slumber, but the thrill of being held as though I were precious kept me awake. I didn’t want to miss any of this.

Carefully, I angled my head so I could peer up. His head was cocked to the right, his eyes closed, his kissable lips faintly opened. He had both arms around me protectively, and even though he slept, his brow was furrowed as if he were upset.

He truly was a gorgeous man. His rich brown skin was flawless, his beard trimmed to perfection, his eyelashes…

Damn, I’d kill for them. He was a work of art; it was almost painful to look at him.

I shimmied up gingerly so as to not wake him or hurt myself. You’d think after everything Brick had put me through, I’d never want to be close to another man again, and I really didn’t…unless that man was Angel Saint. As much as I longed to kiss him, I’d never do so without his consent, but I could dream.

“That’s creepy,” he mumbled and opened his eyes. They had thin flecks of gold mixed in with umber.

“I won’t lie and say I’m sorry, because I’m not. Watching you is my new favorite show.”

He chuckled, and the sound went right to my heart. “Glad you think so.” He adjusted his posture and I went to lift off him, but he lightly grabbed my wrist. “You don’t have to leave.”

“I…well, I mean, I figured you’d want to get up. It’s morning.”

His gaze went to the window, where the sun was sneaking through the curtain. “I didn’t mean to fall asleep in your bed. I’m sorry if that made you uncomfortable.”

My word, he was going to make me come from kindness. “It was the best night’s sleep I’ve had in a long time.”

“Yeah?”

I nodded. “Can I ask you a question?”

“You can.”

“If I moved in subtly, angled my head ever so slightly, and pressed my lips to yours, would you be grossed out?”

The corner of his lips curled up. “A kiss. Are you asking if you can kiss me, Kona?”

“I’d really like to, but I understand if you’re not into that, or me, or whatever.”

He reached out and delicately brushed his finger along my cheek. “If you kissed me, I’d kiss you back.”

“Great.” I slid off the bed…a little awkwardly since my body still hurt, and walked to the bathroom.

“Um,” I heard Angel speak loudly. “Was that the wrong answer?”

I grabbed my toothbrush, and another that was still wrapped, and put toothpaste on both.

“No, come here.”

I heard the rustling of the sheets. As soon as he popped into the bathroom, I thrust the toothbrush at him. “I don’t do morning breath, and I wouldn’t subject you to it either. Brush, then I’m going to explore that mouth of yours. Devour you like it’s the last supper.”

Angel snorted but he began brushing like it was his job.

Once we were minty clean I smiled at him, took his hand, and guided him over to the bed. If I was kissing this man, I was going to be comfy.

He didn’t say a word, simply grinned, almost indulgently, and allowed me to lead. That was a foreign concept to me. Brick had always taken control. Early in our relationship, when I’d actually craved his touch, he’d been the dominant. Later he became the aggressor. Angel wasn’t Brick, and I was sure he could no doubt manhandle me easily, but he wouldn’t do anything that made me uncomfortable.

“I’ve never prepared for a kiss like this before,” Angel joked and I chuckled.

“I’m building the suspense.”

He released a breathy laugh. “That suspense has been building since the first time I saw you on stage.”

Okay, for real, had anyone really ever come from kindness? I’d need to look that up. Later. Right now, I was done talking. I leaned in, and Angel met me halfway. His lips pressed against mine as soft as I’d knew they’d be.

He was tender, and while I wanted to push him down and fuck him into next week, my body was in no way ready for that. Instead, I cherished this moment. His tongue brushed along my lips and I opened for him, welcoming his taste, his air, every part he’d give me.

I hummed when he wrapped his arms around me and pulled me closer, careful of my ribs. I wanted to touch all of him, feel his skin under my fingers. For now, I settled on holding him as tightly as I could while he plundered my mouth perfectly. He was more exquisite than I thought he’d be, and I didn’t ever want this bubble we were in to burst.

“Please,” I whispered once we broke away for a breath.

“What do you want? Anything.”

“You, all of you, anything.”

His lips skimmed across my neck, barely-there kisses peppered fading bruises, and I wanted to weep at the reverence he had for me.

“Take from me, Kona, whatever you need.”

Now I did push him to the mattress with no resistance. He lifted up toward the headboard and I followed, hungry to touch and be touched. When he stopped, I straddled his lap. We connected like magnets—lips, tongues, and hands. He was being careful, and I hated it. I wanted him to tear my clothes off and make me scream.

I pressed my chest to his too forcefully, and pain shot through me and I gasped.

“Hey.” Angel took my face in his hands. “We’re good, slow.”

I nodded, and decided to let him lead. He lifted my shirt over my head, and I removed his. Skin on skin, brown and tan, it was like being shot with adrenaline.…He brought me to life, and it wasn’t until that moment I realized how I’d been half living.

His hands gently cupped my ass, and instinctively I pressed against him. I could feel his hard cock and I moaned, unable to hold back the incredible feeling.

I hadn’t enjoyed sex in a long time…so long, I’d forgotten how I’d once loved it.

“Angel,” I whimpered.

“I know.” His voice was deep, rough, as if he were barely hanging on.

My fingers danced down his chest, across his stomach, and once I reached his waistband, I dipped inside. He didn’t stop me, and I gripped his cock. It was like steel wrapped in velvet, big, thick…there wasn’t a part of this man that didn’t make my mouth water.

“Shit,” he hissed as I started jacking him off.

“Can we get naked, please?” Yeah, I begged. I had no shame right now.

I slid off his lap, and he kicked off his pants in record time. Mine took longer but soon we were all skin, and I was all right.

I shivered when his dick glided along mine, precome making us slick. It was a seductive dance I was thrilled to be part of.

“Shit, Kona, I’m gonna come.”

I nipped his chin and took our cocks in my hand. He was so big I couldn’t grasp them both, but he covered my hand with his, and in mere seconds we were shooting off as though we’d discovered sex for the first time. I came so hard, the pulse in my ears muffled whatever sounds came out of Angel’s mouth.

I rolled onto my back, our come and sweat painting my skin, and tried to catch my breath. I felt no pain, had no fear, and when I looked over at Angel’s smiling face, I felt cherished.


CHAPTER THIRTY


ANGEL


We showered together, and Kona let me check and make sure we hadn’t caused any damage to his already tender ribs. He agreed to an X-ray later, and I was hoping to see some healing happening.

I left to race to my room for fresh clothes, and of course I bumped into one of the twins.

“A little underdressed for breakfast, brother.” Nick eyed my towel.

“Fuck off.”

“Oh no, so grumpy!”

“Who’s grumpy?” Naturally, Noel had to show up, because it was going to be one of those days. “Oh, Angel…” He peered behind me. “Are you coming from Kona’s room?” He gasped and placed a hand on his chest. “Scandalous.”

“No, no it’s fucking not. Get the hell out of my way.” I barreled past them, not caring, pushing them against the wall. Those two were thorns in my side. If I didn’t love them, I’d kill them.

Once dressed, I headed downstairs and came to a screeching halt when I heard the conversation going on in there.

“Just a towel?” JJ spoke softly, but I still heard.

“Mmhmm.” I thought that was Nick, couldn’t tell.

“And he was coming from Kona’s room?” Shep asked.

“He was.” That was Noel.

“Did they…you know?” Sweet Phoenix, how he’d become so corrupted.

“I mean, why else would he be leaving Kona’s room naked? Get real.” JJ scoffed. “Why not wear the clothes he showed up in?”

“Do you like putting on dirty clothes after a shower?” Mason argued.

“I guess not.” JJ hummed. “What should we do?”

“How about minding your own damn business.” Matt was quickly becoming my favorite. “Seriously, don’t make a big deal out of it.”

“What are you doing?” Kona whispered beside me, and I jumped. He chuckled. “Eavesdropping?”

“Debating if I want to subject you or myself to my family right now.”

He smiled. “Why?”

“They saw me in a towel; they know I was with you.”

Kona pursed his lips. “Are you ashamed you were with me?”

“No.”

“Is their knowing a problem for you?”

“No.”

He gently patted my cheek. “Okay, then.” He walked right into the kitchen and before I could ask why, he spoke to everyone in the kitchen.

“Good morning. Yes, Angel stayed with me last night, yes, we slept, and played. Also, yes, his dick is amazing, and you should all be jealous. Oh, is that orange juice?” He moved to where Shep stood stock-still, holding a partially squeezed orange.

My eyes were wide as I watched Kona single handedly shut all of them up. If I didn’t think it would be the talk of the week, I’d scoop him up and fuck him right on the table.

“Delicious.” Kona winked at Shep and took his glass to the table, where he plopped next to Mason.

As if they were sentient they all, minus Kona, turned and looked at me.

“Uh, yeah, morning.”

Gabe chose that moment to walk in, and he frowned. “Why are you all so fucking weird?” He made an exasperated noise and went to the coffeepot. “Four said the cops and coroner and shit left the barn. Saw them arriving at the clubhouse a few minutes ago.”

That sobered the situation. “Now we have to see if they’ll arrest anyone. Obviously, they’re about to find out that they lost more men, but can the cops ignore Leo?” I grimaced and glanced at Kona. He was staring at his orange juice.

“I have to head to Saintly Sweets.” Shep placed a platter of waffles on the table. “I should be back in a few hours, and we need to decide what’s next. We’re taking out the Kings, but I’m not sure two at a time is gonna cut it—there are still many.”

“Yeah, we can talk tonight, see what we can think of.” I moved to the table and sat next to Kona. “Pika still asleep?”

“I woke him on my way to the kitchen.”

“How’s he doing?” JJ handed me a glass of orange juice.

“He’ll be okay.”

After breakfast, Matt left for work, Shep and JJ headed to Saintly Sweets, and I went downstairs with Kona for those X-rays. Pika joined, since he wanted to see how his brother was doing.

“How’s he look?” Pika was sitting on one of the stools as I examined the scans.

“Better. He didn’t puncture a lung, which was a concern, but the initial X-rays told me that as well. No fluid in the lungs, you’re on the mend.”

Kona beamed. “Good.”

“I’m gonna go find Nick, see if he wants to play a video game.” Pika hugged Kona quickly and raced upstairs.

“Poor Nick.”

I scoffed. “Please, Nick loves video games. We give him a hard time sometimes that he plays too much. Now, he can use Pika as an excuse.”

He chuckled and hopped off the table. “Well, then I guess it’s not poor Nick.”

I moved closer to kiss him, and my phone vibrated in my pocket. I pulled it out and saw a text from JJ.

We have a major issue. Kings are at the shop…a lot of them.

“Fuck.”

“What is it?” I showed Kona my phone and ran up the stairs. Everyone that was home was already in the living room, cells in hand.

“I’m going.” Four was strapping a knife to his leg.

“Okay, I’ll go with Four. The house is secure, Noel, you and Mason stay here. The rest of us, let’s go.”

I went to go and Kona grabbed my arm. “He won’t play fair, Angel.”

“I’m not fuckin’ playing.” I gently kissed his lips, then bolted to the garage.

Gabe hopped in beside me and handed me my guns. Nick got into the back with Four. I broke all the speed limit laws and didn’t care. As I turned onto the street where the shop was, I could see at least ten bikes lined up and no bikers in sight.

“They must be inside,” Four said.

“I’m going around to the rear entrance.” I spun the wheel and made a right.

Once we were parked, we all got out, quietly shutting the doors. I motioned for two of them to move beside the door. Four crouched while I opened it.

No one was in the kitchen, so they had to be in the front.

“You thought I didn’t know?” Brick’s voice boomed. “I knew before that shit Leo got on my hook—he just proved me right. So, you fuck with my life, I fuck with yours.”

“You fucked your own life,” Shep growled, and the sound of bone hitting flesh spiked anger through my body.

“Maybe we begin with the ladies, huh?” A whimper filled the room. “What’s your name?”

“D…Darby.”

“Darby, pretty name.”

I sneaked closer to the door that separated the shop. We’d likely have to storm in there, but if he had Darby in his hands, it could be fatal for her.

“How about I take Darby here. You want her to return, you bring my Kona. It’s that simple. But…” A crashing sound had me peeking through the small window. Two of the bikers had bats and started smashing the cases. “Yeah, I’m gonna destroy your business first.”

I nodded to Four, Gabe, and Nick. They were preoccupied with breaking things; they wouldn’t hear us enter. I held up my hand, made a one, two, three gesture and then we pushed through and aimed our guns.

Brick faced us and grinned. “Oh, good. I’d hoped you all would be here. Especially you.” He glared at me. “You think you can take what’s mine?”

“And what would that be, shitbag?”

“Don’t play dumb with me.” He gripped Darby by the hair and yanked her closer. She cried out. “I heard you brothers treated everyone you knew like family or whatever. So, this fine lady means something to you, ain’t that right?”

I met Darby’s cornflower eyes, tears pouring down her cheeks. “Let her go.”

“Maybe. But you see, you took the lives of some of my family. I’m thinking I need to even the score.”

All the bikers were armed. There were ten of them to our four who had weapons, Shep and JJ were unarmed.

“The cops have been called. They were alerted; you should go.” Lizzy’s voice shook, and out of the corner of my eye, I saw Four whip his head in her direction.

Brick smiled at her. “That was a stupid thing to do, sweetheart.” He gestured to one of his guys, and they lifted the gun to Lizzy.

Everything happened so fast after that. Four screamed and leaped over the counter, tackling the man who was about to shoot Lizzy. Gunfire rang out, and pure chaos erupted.

“Hit the floor!” I shouted to Lizzy and the others who were unarmed.

I ducked behind a table, aimed at one of the members, and got him right between the eyes.

“Move!” Brick hollered.

He stood with Darby covering his body. I couldn’t get a shot without hitting her. He dragged her to the front door. I had to keep him here.

“You’re going nowhere, Brick,” I yelled and rose, pointing my gun at him. “Let her go.”

“So you can shoot me?” He looked around the shop. “We’re almost done here.” Three of his guys were dead, and the remainder pushed in closer to him.

“Leave!” Gabe shouted.

Brick sneered and whispered something in Darby’s ear. Her eyes widened, and she met my gaze. It didn’t matter that I was only a few feet from her. I knew before it happened, and I couldn’t stop it.

A shot rang out and blood bloomed over her baby-blue sundress. She fell forward into my arms when I raced to grab her. More shots sounded, but the Kings ran out.

“Angel,” Darby cried. “I don’t want to die,” she whimpered and gasped for air.

I didn’t get the chance to lie to her and tell her she’d be okay. She took a shaky breath and went still.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


KONA


Noel had been watching the video feed to the store in real time. I didn’t know Darby, but the others in this room did, and Brick…someone these brothers were protecting me and my brother from, had just killed her.

I fell hard into the seat as I witnessed her dying in Angel’s arms, the shop littered with Dead Kings…it was carnage.

“What do we do?” Mason whispered.

“There’s no way the police weren’t called and if they flee, it’ll be worse.” Noel’s hand shook, which belied his calm tone.

“I have an idea.” Phoenix was huddled close to Noel, no doubt shaken up by what we all just witnessed.

“What’s that?” Noel wrapped an arm around him.

“If some of the police are working with the Kings, and there’s no way of knowing who, so maybe going over their head to get someone to deal with them might be a good idea.”

“Like the chief? There’s no way of knowing if they are dirty either.” Mason raised a good point.

“No.” Phoenix bit his lip. “Carmichael.”

I looked at each face, trying to understand one, who that was, and two, why that name turned Noel’s face red.

“Why would we do that?” Noel was trying to keep calm, but that name upset him.

“You can hate him if you want, Noel, but the truth is, he helped rescue me, and he kept all our names clean so no one was arrested.” Phoenix lifted a brow. “And you know you and your brothers would have been thrown in a cell if it weren’t for him.”

“I’m missing something.” I glanced at the screen. “Cops are arriving. Whatever plan you have, now may be a good idea to execute it.”

Noel sighed…well, more like growl-sighed. “Fine.” He grabbed his cell phone, jabbed in a number, and put it on speaker.

“Yeah, Agent Carmichael,” the voice on the other end said.

Noel opened his mouth but it was Phoenix who spoke. “Hi, Agent Carmichael. This is Phoenix Briar.”

There was a pregnant pause followed by, “Mr. Briar, are you okay?”

Noel rolled his eyes as if that were a stupid question, but without knowing the backstory I didn’t understand the animosity he had for the agent. From what Phoenix had told me, he seemed like a helpful person.

“Uh…I mean, sort of. We have a problem and could use your help.”

Carmichael huffed. “I told you all the last time after I covered your asses, this is where we end. I don’t want any part of your gray morality games.”

“I know you did,” Phoenix hurried to say when it appeared like Noel was going to lay into the man. “Perhaps you could let me explain what’s going on, and then you can decide if you want to leave us to hang.”

Another sigh from the agent came through the phone. “Look I’m in the middle of something, can I come by tonight?”

We all glanced at the screen, where cops had entered the shop and were now holding Angel and the others at gunpoint…yeah they were going to jail.

“Probably not,” Phoenix answered.

“Shit.” It sounded like Carmichael smacked his desk or something. “Is this going to take me away from my work here for a while? Because my wife still hasn’t forgiven me for the circus you boys created last time.”

Phoenix grimaced. “Hopefully not?”

“Is that a question? Fucking Christ. Fine, I’m on my way.” He hung up, and I couldn’t hold back anymore.

“Who is Carmichael…I mean I get he’s an agent—FBI, I assume?”

Phoenix broke it down for me as simply as he could. “After I was rescued from Amo—The Broken Doll Killer—Carmichael was called in when another agent massacred things. Well, maybe not⁠—”

“Oh, Lord.” Mason took over. “Carmichael’s an FBI agent who helped us find The Broken Doll Killer. When the brothers…all of us went about it in less than legal ways, Carmichael helped us stay out of jail. He has influence, so if anyone can help us weed out the bad cops and maybe help them…” He motioned to the screen. Angel, Gabe, Shep, JJ, Four, Nick, and Lizzy were all sitting in chairs off to the side and talking to the police. “It’s totally him.”

“If you involve him, you likely lose any chance of wiping out the Kings, you understand that?” I asked.

“Not necessarily,” Noel answered.

I pinched the bridge of my nose. “That’s cryptic. Okay, so then while we’re waiting for Carmichael, what do we do about this?” I pointed to the television.

“Wait it out.” Noel pulled his hair tie out and ran his fingers through his hair.

This was such a fucking mess, and I couldn’t help but feel guilty that I’d caused all of it.
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Carmichael had arrived an hour ago and after we’d gotten through explaining the situation to him, omitting that the brothers had killed anyone at the clubhouse, or the barn, he stared wide-eyed at Noel.

“Why are you a magnet for crime?”

“Me?” Noel was aghast. “Did you not hear us telling you all the shit these biker bitches have put us through and now killed someone we care about? We never asked for this. We helped Kona and Pika because they were being held against their will. Kona was abused, and Leo, the bartender of the club he works at, was tortured to death to find out where he is. How is that on me?”

Carmichael waved a hand at Noel’s outburst. “Whatever. Look, I don’t know what I can do about getting your people released. A woman was brutally murdered, and there are dead men on the floor of your shop, shot by your brothers.”

“Self-defense!” Mason snapped. “Their property!”

The agent nodded. “And I will see what I can do, but I’m not a miracle worker.”

“Look.” Noel sighed. “We clearly aren’t fans of each other, and while I have no love for the authorities because they’re mostly corrupt, case in point,” He hooked a thumb behind him toward where the TV screen was. All that showed were crime scene investigators, yellow tape, cops, and covered bodies. “But, as far as agents go, you’re one of the good ones and…” Noel looked as if he were in pain. “We need you.”

Carmichael laughed. “Damn, that hurt, didn’t it?”

“You have no idea.” Noel gathered his hair and put it back up in a ponytail.

“If there are corrupt police in this town, I have people I trust to help me. You’re going to have to leave it in my hands, though.”

“What about Angel and the others?” I asked.

Carmichael pursed his lips. “I will see what I can do about having them released, but I can’t guarantee I can get them off the hook just yet. It truly sounds like the Dead Kings are a huge issue, and if guns and drugs are involved, the ATF could get involved, and if it’s crossed state lines and is an FBI issue, I’ll get on it too.”

I didn’t want Brick arrested; I wanted him dead, and there was no question Noel and the others did as well, but no one was going to tell that to an FBI agent.

“Thanks, Carmichael.” Phoenix smiled.

“Yeah, yeah. Thank me when this is over.”

I really wished that day was today.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


ANGEL


We were all in the same holding cell. I wasn’t sure why they’d done that other than maybe hoping we’d talk to each other and give ourselves away. We weren’t idiots. Four was in the corner with Lizzy pressed against him. Her eyes were red rimmed, and she looked shell-shocked. While she’d known we weren’t golden boys, she’d also understood we weren’t like the monsters that killed Darby in cold blood today. She was Lizzy’s friend, and Darby was our responsibility. And now she was dead. Maybe we did deserve to be locked up.

I made eye contact with Shep, whose face had looked better. He’d clearly been hit a few times. The EMT had patched him up some, but just the bare minimum. JJ rested his head on Shep’s shoulder. Nick and Gabe were whispering to one another. Nick had been brushed by a bullet on his arm and had a bandage on it. Gabe wasn’t shot but he had fallen onto the table, getting a piece of wood in his leg, so he too was sporting a bandage. Four was unscathed, I didn’t know how.

As I peered down at myself, I had cuts on my arms. I knew I had some on my face, but the blood that soaked through my clothes wasn’t my own. It was Darby’s.

“Angel, Gabriel, Shepard, Jaxon, Four, Elizabeth, and Nicholas.” An officer came, unlocked the cell, and pulled it open. “You’re free to go at this time.”

What the…? We all stood in unison and without a word followed the officer out. When he led us to the main area of the police station, I was shocked to see Agent Carmichael standing there with an expression that could only be described as that of a disapproving father.

“Thank you, Officer.” Carmichael waved us out of the building.

Once outside, Carmichael handed us each a bag with our belongings, and it was Gabe who spoke first. “How are you here right now?”

He peered around and spoke low. “I was called…by your brothers. Seems there’s a situation in this town, and you all got yourselves tangled with the unlawful.”

“Since when do you mingle with the morally gray?” I lifted a brow.

Carmichael glared at me. “When said morally gray might be police.”

Ah. Okay. “How’d you get us out? We clearly killed people.”

Carmichael shrugged. “I have my ways. Right now, I think it’s best you all get off the street and back home. Stay there and keep safe. Don’t make this harder for me.”

Nick chuckled. “Do you even believe we won’t?”

“Sadly, no.” Carmichael sighed. “Your cars are still at the shop, but you’ll have no trouble getting them.”

“I’ll call a ride.” Nick pulled out his phone.

“Seriously, get your cars, go home.” Carmichael narrowed his eyes at each of us.

I didn’t have the energy to do much else. Once the car came—Nick had ordered a minivan so we’d all fit—they drove us to the shop.

“Hell, man,” the driver said once he pulled up, clearly referring to the shattered remains of our shop, the yellow tape, and obvious carnage.

None of us answered; we just piled out and over to our cars.

“Can someone take me home?” Lizzy asked.

“I think it’s best you stay at our house, Lizzy.” Shep gently smiled at her. “I know you probably don’t want to be anywhere near any of us right now, but it’s not safe for you to be alone.”

Her eyes snapped up to Shep. “I’m not alone. Hazel is with me, and I can’t leave her at the apartment by herself.”

“I’ll text Phoenix to call his sister and have her go to the house. She can pack a few things for you both. Is that okay?” I wasn’t sure what I’d do if she refused.

“Please, Lizzy.” Four pressed a kiss to her temple.

“Fine.”

We had two cars between us. Four and Lizzy got into mine while JJ, Shep, Nick, and Gabe went in Shep’s. The drive home was quiet. I had no idea what was going on in Lizzy’s head. Four sat in the back with her, and I met his gaze in the rearview mirror. He was unreadable, but he had to be filled with rage. Lizzy had been put in danger, and she was his world.

I’d half expected to show up at the house to police presence, considering what went down today, but there wasn’t a cop car in sight. I pulled into the driveway, Shep right behind me.

“I’m going to bring Lizzy up to my room,” Four said.

“Okay. I’ll let her know as soon as Hazel arrives.” I wanted to apologize to Lizzy, but it wasn’t the time.

Inside, it was just as somber. Mason rushed to Gabe and was immediately wrapped in his arms. Matt had returned since we’d left and embraced Nick. JJ and Shep moved to the couch and practically collapsed on it. Kona and Pika sat on the other sofa. Kona’s eyes were haunted; that was the best way to describe them.

“You’re hurt.” Matt was already unwrapping Nick’s bandage. “Let’s get this and you cleaned up.” He pulled Nick up the stairs. There was no way anyone was talking tonight, so there was no argument when Gabe and Mason also went to their room.

“How about you?” Kona’s voice was small.

“What about me?”

He gestured to my whole body. “You need some help too.” It wasn’t a question.

“I have to wait here for Hazel to arrive. Pika can chill with me and Noel if he wants.” Phoenix spoke softly.

Pika nodded. “I’m cool with that.”

Kona stood and came over to me. “Where do you keep your first-aid kit?”

“I have one in like every room in the house.”

He smirked. “Your room then—that way you can shower.” He didn’t say anything about my blood-soaked clothes, but there was no missing them.

“Okay.”

Once we were in my bedroom, Kona shut the door and led me to my en suite. I began to take off my shirt, but he stopped me.

“I know you don’t see it, but you’re in a state of shock. Let me help you like you’ve been helping me.”

I stared into his caring eyes and acquiesced.

“Sit on the toilet seat.”

I did and watched as he turned on the shower, reached under the sink for a small garbage bag, and opened it. “There’s no salvaging your clothes.”

I lifted my shirt over my head and tossed it into the bag, my jeans, socks, even my briefs, which had blood on them, followed after. Once I was naked, Kona tied the bag and tossed it by the door.

To my surprise, Kona began divesting himself of his clothes as well.

“What are you doing?”

He froze. “I was going to join you, help you.”

I reached out and grabbed his hand. “You don’t need to do that.”

He smiled and brought my hand to his lips and kissed the palm. “I know I don’t, it’s why I want to, Angel.”

I didn’t argue with him. Not when he stood before me, naked, and pulled me into the shower. Not after he washed my body and took care of my cuts. Not even while he pulled the sheets back on my bed and cuddled next to me. Maybe it was selfish of me to hold him close, needing a comfort I rarely ever took.

And when he wrapped his arm around my midsection and rested his head on my chest, a piece of me melted. He’d been through his own war, and yet I’d had a bad day and he was being a rock I hadn’t known I needed.

It was late. We’d been at the police station for hours. I should have been hungry, but all I wanted to do was sleep…sleep and hope that once I woke up all this would all be a horrible nightmare and Darby would still be with us.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


KONA


The next few days were solemn. Carmichael had come by to look at the footage of the shop from when the Kings had arrived. It was all very obvious they were the instigators, and he too was surprised none of them had been arrested yet. He’d instructed us all to lay low for a few days, and that was what we were doing.

“I think we should watch a horror movie,” Gabe said.

We were finishing up dinner, and it was family night—which, I guess, was something they did here. One person picked dinner and a movie once a week. Gabe apparently was on deck for this week, and I had a feeling they were trying to find some normalcy.

“It’s your choice, babe.” Mason patted his shoulder and took his dish over to the sink.

“Lizzy, are you okay with horror?” JJ asked. She was mostly quiet, not really hanging around anyone since she’d arrived.

“I don’t care; I probably won’t watch.” She shrugged a shoulder, a permanent frown on her face.

Hazel (Phoenix’s sister) and Four were the only two people she seemed to be comfortable having near her, and she kept asking if she could go home.

“What movie did you have in mind?” I smiled at Gabe once I realized they all were about to give up on showing anything.

“I dunno, we can go cheesy classic or modern terrifying.”

That got everyone talking. In the end Gabe chose Unfriended, which I’d seen a while ago, but it was pretty good, and it took everyone’s mind off what was going on.

Lizzy and Hazel had opted to go up to one of their bedrooms, and no one stopped them. The second the credits rolled, I glanced at Angel. He’d also been pretty quiet, and I had a feeling he was feeling as guilty as me and the others.

This whole house was in disarray because of me, and I couldn’t do it anymore. I was scared of Brick, but I was terrified of what he was going to do to this family, and maybe I could do something about it.

When everyone stood to leave, I stopped them. “This is all because of me.”

They turned and looked at me. “You can’t believe that,” Angel scoffed.

“I can and I do. You guys came into that clubhouse and rescued me and Pika. In return Leo died, you lost a friend, your shop is ruined, and you’re all in danger. I’m not trying to be a martyr here or anything, but maybe I should talk with Brick, go to him and⁠—”

“Are you fucking kidding me?”

“Not a chance.”

“No!”

Everyone shouted at the same time.

“This isn’t your fault. The Dead Kings were escalating; we’ve seen it happening. Somehow, we’d likely have gotten involved in it. You were the reason we jumped in now and not later.” Angel walked closer to me and placed his hands on my shoulders. “If you go talk to him, he’ll kill you, and we’re not losing another person to those fuckheads.”

“Angel—”

“No, Kona. No one blames you. Not a single person. You aren’t responsible for other people’s actions.”

From the way he spoke and the serious expressions on the others’ faces, I knew the conversation was done. I wasn’t sure if I agreed or disagreed that Brick would kill me. Hurt me, yes, but if I were dead, he couldn’t torment me anymore, and he didn’t like it when his toys were broken.

It was late, and everyone headed up to bed. Pika hugged me and I walked him to his room, stopping in front of my door and realizing I didn’t want to be alone. I spun on my heels and made my way down the hallway, freezing because I didn’t remember which room was Angel’s.

Huffing, I decided to go back to my room only to come to a stop once a body blocked my path. I looked up to find Four there. He wasn’t glaring, but he wasn’t smiling, either.

“Uh, sorry I was just…” Just what, Kona?

“Looking for Angel’s room?” There wasn’t a flicker of emotion on his face.

“Maybe?”

He hmphed and motioned for me to follow him. I did, and soon enough we were standing by Angel’s bedroom.

“Here you are.”

“Oh.” I blinked at him. “Thanks.”

“Mhmm.” He spun on his heels and was gone. Well, all right.

I took a deep breath and knocked. My hands were at my sides, tapping against my thigh. I didn’t know why I was nervous. I’d just ask if I could hang out or…ugh, hang out? No, maybe…? My thoughts were obliterated as soon as the door opened and a shirtless Angel stood before me.

Good God, I could grate cheese on those abs.

Angel chuckled. “Pardon?”

“Oh, shit. Did I say that out loud?”

“You did.”

“Fucking hell.”

He opened it more, inviting me in. “Are you okay? Is something wrong?”

I stepped in and waited for him to shut the door. “Well. I mean, there’s a lot wrong, but I…” This shouldn’t be hard. I was a performer; I entertained people all the time. All I had to do was speak words to a gorgeous man who was way out of my league and…yeah.

“Just ask, Kona.”

“I didn’t want to be alone,” I spat out. There. Done.

“I see. And Pika didn’t want to be with you?”

Why were there questions? “No, I mean⁠—”

He laughed and reached out to grab my hand and pull me against his chest. “I knew what you meant.”

“You were making me fumble.”

“It was cute—what can I say?”

I could truly get lost in Angel’s eyes. Debbie Gibson knew what she was singing about. He was taller, bigger, and broader, but I didn’t need to stretch too much for our lips to touch. I loved kissing Angel; it was quickly becoming my most favorite thing in the world.

“Want to stay with me tonight, Kona?”

“Mmm.”

He pulled away, smiling. “That’s not an answer.”

“Sorry, you short-circuit my brain.”

His thumb brushed across my cheek. My bruising was getting better every day, thankfully. I’d gotten makeup and the products I’d needed from JJ. He’d surprised me the other day with some stuff, and when I’d tried to pay him, he’d refused.

“I should maybe feel guilty about that, but I don’t.”

That made me snicker. “Yes. If it’s okay with you, I’d like to stay here with you tonight.”

“I was about to shower; would you like to join me?”

“Are we asking each other stupid questions now?”

His neck arched, and he laughed loudly. It was stunning…and contagious. Soon we both had tears in our eyes. Without saying more, Angel led me to the bathroom, where we undressed and stepped into the shower.

He was tender with me as he washed every inch of my body, and I was gentle with him as well. His cuts were beginning to scab, but I didn’t want to hurt him.

Wrapped in towels, we went into his bedroom and the electricity between us was so strong I swore I smelled ozone.

“What do you want to happen here, Kona? I’m gonna follow your lead on this.”

I adored him all the more for that.

“I want you, Angel, and all that you’re willing to give me.”

His smile was so bright, it lit up the motherfucking room. He pulled back the sheets and tossed his towel away.

“Get on the bed.”

Hell, yes.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR


ANGEL


Seeing Kona, naked on my bed and wanting me, was like a fantasy come to life. Sure, we’d done some things, but nothing like what I believed was about to happen tonight.

I’d learned a lot from Aziza, and one thing she’d taught me was that not all SA victims were the same. Some ended up abhorring sex, never wanting to be touched ever again. Others craved it, searching for a connection to make it all make sense. She said she’d worked with quite a few patients who compartmentalized; they didn’t blame the act of sex—but rather, the person. This sometimes made patients either dislike a certain type of sex, not want touch, crave touch…point was, you couldn’t lump all SA survivors into one basket. And yeah, I liked to call them survivors.

“You just going to stare at me, or are you maybe going to get that sexy-as-sin body in here next to me?” Kona bit his lip, his leg bent. He was tantalizing.

“I rather like looking at you.” I sidled up beside him, and he rolled on his side to face me.

“Touching me is even a sweeter treat.”

Gently, I caressed his shoulder and down his arm. He lifted his hand, letting mine fall onto his hip. His fingers lightly scratched my cheek and chin.

“I’ll give you whatever you want, Kona, but you have to tell me what that is. You say ‘anything,’ but I’m not taking something from you you’re not willing to give.”

He smiled. “I know that. It’s why I want to give you everything.”

I swallowed nervously. I didn’t want to hurt him, and I’d actually done some research on the best positions to have sex with someone who had cracked or bruised ribs. Although I hadn’t been expecting this to happen, my curiosity had gotten the better of me, and I’d googled.

“We’ll go slow. If anything I do hurts, tell me and I’ll stop.”

Kona’s expression became serious. “I trust you, Angel.”

Hearing that from Kona was a gift. Trust wasn’t something easily earned, harder for those who’d had it shattered to pieces.

I leaned in and kissed him, savoring his taste, welcoming his tongue as it dipped into my mouth. We kissed for minutes until my lips tingled. Our hands and fingers danced over our quickly heating skin. Our hard cocks rubbed up and down, slick with our precome.

“More,” Kona whispered against my lips.

I broke apart briefly to grab the lube in my nightstand. “Do you want to fuck me, or…”

Kona’s eyes widened. “Do you like bottoming?”

I grimaced. “It’s not my favorite. I’ve done it.”

Kona smirked. “Well, I hate topping. I appreciate you offering, but I think we’re good if you get that big, beautiful dick in me.”

I nodded and poured some lube on my fingers. Kona hooked his leg over my hip so I could reach his hole. Face-to-face was a perfect position for this; it wouldn’t hurt him, and I’d get to see every emotion.

“Mmm,” he hummed when I brushed his tight pucker.

His head arched back, and he moaned as soon as I pushed my finger inside. Leaning down, I licked into his mouth, devouring his moans as I tenderly worked him open.

“Angel,” he whimpered and ground his cock along mine, chasing his orgasm.

I moved away, only to get a condom, but he grabbed on to me as if I were about to run away.

“I’m not going anywhere.”

He watched, breathing heavily as I opened the wrapper. I was negative, and the tests I’d done on Kona when I’d taken his blood upon arriving showed he was too, but some things took a while to pop up and until then, this was how we were doing it. He didn’t argue, which I was grateful for.

Once I had the condom on, I returned to his delicious hole. My finger slid right in followed by another, and another. I was finger-fucking him as gently as I could, listening to his begging and loving it.

“More, Angel, I need you to fuck me.”

“I got you.” I lifted his leg higher on my hip, and angled my cock to his hole.

“You won’t break me.” He smiled and kissed me.

He trusted me, and I had to trust him to tell me if anything I did hurt him. So, I did. Slowly I pushed in. His eyes rolled in pure ecstasy spurred me on to keep going. He felt amazing, tight, hot, he squeezed my dick perfectly.

Once he was full of me, he released the most blissed-out sigh I’d ever heard. His neck exposed, I licked across his Adam’s apple, nibbling his skin, kissing his flesh as I pumped in and out of him.

“Yes, yes, yes,” Kona chanted as his nails dug into my flesh and he met my thrusts.

I was so lost in his touch, smell, feel. I wrapped my arms around him until even a piece of paper couldn’t fit between us. He moaned into my mouth, and I ate it up.

His hole gripped my cock, and he sprayed against my stomach…and fuck, that was all I needed. I screwed my eyes shut as I came inside him, my breath caught in my throat as emotion and ecstasy poured through me.

We stayed entangled, catching our breaths, waiting for our heartbeats to steady. If it wasn’t for the fact that we’d be cemented together, I’d stay like this till morning. But eventually, I moved away and slipped out of him.

“Stay.” I pecked his lips and got up to dispose of the condom and get a washcloth.

When I returned, Kona was lying on his back with his arm covering his eyes and his shoulders shaking.

I rushed over to him. “Kona, what’s wrong? Did I hurt you?”

He shook his head as a sob shook him and I wanted to gather him in my arms and take it all away, but then he spoke.

“It never felt like that.”

I carefully wiped his stomach and across his ribs. He dropped his arm, and even his bloodshot eyes were pretty.

“Thank you, Angel.”

I tossed the washcloth to the floor haphazardly and hovered above him. “You never have to thank me for something that should always feel good.”

His smile was small but there. “Thank you anyway.”

I kissed his forehead. “I’ll never hurt you, Kona.”

He nodded, a tear slipping from his eye. “I know.”

We settled in my bed, Kona on his side with his head on my chest, blankets cocooning us. We didn’t talk much and as awkward as that could be, it wasn’t with him. His breath coasted over my skin, and soon everything evened out and he was asleep.

It wasn’t until right this second that I understood why Two and I could never have worked. Granted, he wasn’t gay, but we were chasing completely different things, running toward our own purposes that didn’t involve each other. Kona was running to me, and I was waiting for him. Kona was what I had been searching for, and nothing was going to take him from me. I’d burn the world down to keep him safe.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


KONA


Morning wasn’t weird. It was right…if that made any sense at all. We woke, showered again, brushed our teeth—Angel giving me a spare toothbrush. I did have to toss my clothes from yesterday on, but that was fine. I wasn’t going to be doing a walk of shame because being with Angel wasn’t shameful. I felt honored, honestly. He was out of my league, and yet he seemed to like me. I was feeling good, something that was a foreign concept but nonetheless fabulous.

I did go back to my bedroom to get different clothes. As I stepped out of the walk-in closet, Pika was sitting on my bed with a mischievous glint in his eyes.

“What did you do?”

“Me?” Pika splayed his fingers on his chest. “What did you do, or shall I say who?” He waggled his brows.

I pointed a finger at him and moved to the drawer to get a pair of socks. “You’re fifteen.”

“Okay.” He cackled. “That’s a bad defense.”

“Hush, you.”

I sat on the ottoman and put on my socks. I eyed Pika, who was staring at me. Waiting for me to say something, I was sure.

“What?”

He sighed, came over to me, and promptly sat in the chair behind me, forcing me to rotate to see him.

“I’m happy for you, Kona. I really like Angel. All of them are great, but there’s something about him. You light up around him, and I haven’t seen that kind of shine coming from you since it was just you, me, and Mom.”

“I like Angel too.” I placed my hands on his knees and squeezed. “I don’t know what this is, but I’m just enjoying my moments, you know?”

He nodded. “I get it. A lot is going on, a lot unknown.”

“And you’re my priority, Pika. Always.”

He exhaled loudly. “Not always, Kona.”

“Bite your tongue, little brother. Until the day I die.”

He gently pushed my shoulder. “You’re being stupid.”

“Le gasp! How could you injure my ego so?”

He giggled, a sound so much younger than he was. “I said my piece. You’re being weird; I’m going to eat breakfast.”

“I’ll go down with you.” I grabbed his hand, forcing him to hold mine all the way to the first floor.

He was laughing and trying to shake me off when we entered the kitchen. Our laughter was loud in the silence.

Everyone was in there getting food, but it seemed grief still hung heavy.

“Sorry,” Pika mumbled and shuffled over to the counter to get a plate.

“Don’t apologize for being happy.” JJ ruffled Pika’s head. “We’re all trying to find our joy again. It has to start somewhere.”

“I guess.” Pika shrugged, filled his plate, and moved into the dining room.

Lizzy was staring at me as I scooped eggs into my dish, not glaring, but there was a slight hint of animosity. I understood. She probably didn’t truly blame me, but I was linked to Brick, who’d killed her friend.

I joined Pika in the dining room, and we were soon joined by Angel, Noel, and Phoenix. Noel was nudging Phoenix and they were quietly arguing. I glanced at Angel.

“Don’t look at me. My family is strange, and I choose not to engage. If I do that, I need to listen to them.”

Pika snorted, and I laughed.

“Phoenix, just ask,” Noel said.

“Fine.” Phoenix cleared his throat. “Kona?”

“Yes?”

“I’m doing this charity talent show at the Bellini Ballroom in a month. Dancing. Anyway, I had a pianist, but they suddenly canceled on me, and that’s fine. I can use my playlist, but I wanted to do something more showy, and I was wondering if you’d help me?”

A smile bloomed on my face. “That is amazing, and I would love to.”

His eyes widened. “Really?”

“Told you,” Noel mumbled around a bite of toast.

“Can I ask what you were thinking of doing? I mean, I assume you were planning someone to play the piano and you dance. Thing is, a piano is more intimate, so if you want to entertain, you should go for more.”

“Like what?”

“Well, is there a theme?”

“No.” He popped a grape into his mouth. “We can do anything within the guidelines…no stripping, not like I’d do that.”

I peeked at Angel, and he shot me a wink. “After breakfast, if you’d like, we can sit and go over songs that might work well with your dancing style. And from there, we can give it some pizzazz.”

Noel’s phone vibrated on the table, and he glanced at it. “Car approaching the house. Looks like Carmichael.” He got up from the table. “You all finish, I’ll let him in.”

We all sat and ate, listening as Noel opened the door. His greeting was not totally welcoming, but there was some history there.

“I love when you show up without calling.”

“Noel, I’m not in the mood for your anything.”

I chuckled, and Angel shook his head.

“You don’t even know my everything. I’m unforgettable, legendary⁠—”

“Stop. Please. I will give you money if you’ll just stop.”

Carmichael and Noel went back and forth for a little bit longer until Angel got up with a grunt. I followed behind, as did Phoenix and Pika, into the living room.

“Oh, good.” Carmichael sighed in relief. “Kona, I was hoping to see you. Is anyone else here?”

“Yeah, kitchen. I’ll get them.” Angel left for a moment and called for them all to join us.

Once we were all gathered, including Lizzy and Hazel, Carmichael faced me. “I need to ask if you knew of Brick working with anyone outside of the Dead Kings.”

“You mean like other clubs or something?”

“No.” Carmichael blew out a heavy breath. “Have you heard the name Colette Barbier?”

I didn’t have to think about that. “Never. Who is she?”

“She’s someone the FBI, ATF, and others have been trying to nail for human, drug, and gun trafficking.”

“It makes sense he’d team up with her with what was in that factory,” Gabe said, and a collective groan filled the room. “Shit, I wasn’t supposed to say that.”

Carmichael stared unblinkingly at Gabe for a beat before turning back to me. “Anyway, maybe you’ve seen her.” He held up a photo of a beautiful blond, white woman, slender, in a Chanel suit, and heels for days.

“I’d remember seeing someone like that.”

“What’s this about?” Angel interrupted.

“The reason Brick hasn’t been arrested, why he seems untouchable, is because he is. He apparently cut a deal to help bring Colette Barbier down. This deal basically reads like he won the lottery. They won’t touch him no matter what, which is insane.”

“He killed Darby!” Lizzy yelled. “How can homicide be washed away for this other criminal?”

Four wrapped his arm around her. “Deals don’t allow others to commit heinous crimes, Carmichael.” He glared. “He may be untouchable to you, but not to us.”

“Does the club know this?” I asked. “That would needed to be called to vote, and I can’t see a bunch of outlaws working with the feds.”

“I don’t know what he’s told the club, but the deal is for Brick and no one else.”

“I don’t give a fuck what deal he made with the feds, ATF, the president. We aren’t going to sit by and let him take us out so you all can get your French bitch.” Shep’s face was red and murderous.

“Hold up,” Carmichael roared. “You all called me. I found this out and respectfully brought it to you. Don’t attack me, Shepard.”

“Everyone, calm down.” JJ stood between the men. “Damn. You’re gonna do the Kings’ job and kill each other. Have a seat, you testosterone junkies.”

“What I’m hearing is that the authorities won’t step in—not like we care.” Angel inched closer to Carmichael. “You won’t want to be part of how this ends, Carmichael, trust me. But clear our names of the shop shooting, and we’ll owe you one.”

“You think I want to be owed by the Saint brothers?”

Angel’s grin turned feral, and I felt my dick twitch.

“Fuck yes, you do.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX


ANGEL


Carmichael didn’t exactly say he would get us cleared of any wrongdoing at Saintly Sweets, but it was implied. He’d promised to see what he could do to push for the authorities to get Brick to back off, but I didn’t give a fuck. Even if he came here today and got on his knees and begged for forgiveness, I’d cut his head clean off and piss down his neck.

As soon as Carmichael had gone, Noel and Nick went straight to the tech room to research everything they could on Colette Barbier. If she was going to be a problem for us, we’d need to know. As it stood, she was a piece of shit for all her trafficking, and maybe if we got lucky she’d be at the same place as Brick once it was time to rid the world of him.

“So, what do we do?” Lizzy’s voice shook. The poor girl wasn’t handling any of this well.

“We have the twins looking into this woman, finding out who she is. From there, we will know what our path to the Dead Kings looks like.” I didn’t have it in me to hold her hand through this. I understood why she was fracturing, but I had to figure all this out.

“If Brick is so important to this Colette lady, why didn’t she step in when we were taking out his guys, or destroying what I now guess were her drugs and guns?” JJ asked.

“We have no idea what she’s been told. Brick may not have told her that it’s all turned to ashes.” Gabe shrugged. “Honestly, right now we need to see if she’s a problem for us.”

“Oh, she’s a problem.” Mason sniffed as he held up his phone. “I went online and found her. She’s been seen with members of the Columbian cartel, Solntsevskaya Bratva, and few other heavy hitters in the underworld.”

“Huh.” Shep grinned. “Maybe she doesn’t know about the guns and drugs because Brick’s afraid of her…that would mean she’d be pretty pissed that he wasn’t gonna deliver.”

“Except, if she goes to him and he points her in our direction, we now have two enemies.” Four sat beside Lizzy, who was resting her head on his shoulder.

“The way I see it is, Brick doesn’t know we have any idea about Colette. Which gives us time to spin something to make her not even bother to believe a word he says.” Kona brushed up next to me. “That’s a big advantage.”

“True.” JJ hooked a thumb over his shoulder. “I’m gonna go clean up in the kitchen. It’ll take the twins some time to come up with something.”

“Can I watch a movie in the theater room?” Pika stood from his seat.

“Oh, Lizzy and I could join you.” Hazel took her friend’s hand, and she separated from Four to follow.

“She gonna be okay?”

Four looked at me, his jaw tight. “I don’t know.”

“She needs time.” Kona winced. “I’m sure she’s angry with me, so seeing me isn’t helpful.”

Four’s brow dipped. “I told her being angry with you is misplaced. She knows that, but I think she’s having a lot of trouble reconciling with life.” He waved his hand to indicate everything around us.

“And what does that mean for you?” I had to wonder—if Lizzy left this town, state, hell country, what would it mean for Four.

“I’m talking with her, and I asked Aziza if she would talk with her, and she said yes. If you want me to answer you about the future, all I can say is I won’t leave her.”

That was answer enough.

“Phoenix, did you want to maybe go work on your routine? We can find a song?” Phoenix jumped at the chance, and Kona followed him out of the living room.
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I hadn’t had a moment alone with Kona since we’d woken up this morning. During dinner, he and Phoenix were telling us about some of the music choices for the charity talent show, and he ended up sitting away from me. It was fine and all—he was his own person.

“Why are you frowning?” JJ whispered in my ear. He was sitting next to me.

“I’m not frowning.”

“I mean, it is your home setting, I suppose.”

I whipped my head and squinted. “What?”

“What? I’m not sure what’s confusing you.”

“You just said my home setting was frowning?”

JJ sipped his soda and answered. “Pretty much. You’re very, ‘I hate people, I hate smiling, blah blah, fuck off and die.’ ”

“That’s a horrible impression of me, first of all. Second, what the hell?”

JJ chuckled. “All I meant was you’re frownier than usual.”

I blew a raspberry…which was a mistake.

“Did you just…” JJ looked around the table, but everyone was doing their own thing. “That was very unlike you, Angel Saint. Now I know something is going on.”

“Keep your voice down,” I hissed.

“Why?” He inched closer to me. “Who are we hiding your feelings from?”

I rolled my eyes. “I’m leaving this room.”

“Wait!” He grabbed my arm, stopping me. “Is it Kona?”

“What about Kona?”

JJ cocked his head to the side. “For real? Like none of us know you’re sort of involved. The towel debacle, and I suspect you had a sleepover in your room, from what Four was telling me this afternoon.”

I glared over at Four, but he was too busy talking with Lizzy. “That little shit.”

“Oh, stop. You know I’d have found out all the things eventually. But here’s what I don’t get. If you’re slipping and sliding with Kona, why are you upset? I mean, orgasms don’t tend to make me angry.”

I pinched the bridge of my nose. “I’m not discussing this with you.”

“Seriously, Angel.” He nudged me. “What’s going on?” He glanced at Kona, then at me. And like a lightbulb went off, his eyes widened. “Are you upset because he’s not sitting next to you?” He started cackling.

“I hate you.” I took my plate and hurried off into the kitchen.

I was in there for a total of three seconds before I heard footsteps. I placed my dish on the counter and spun, ready to tell JJ to drop it. But it wasn’t him; it was Kona.

“Whoa.” He held up his hands. “You okay? I was watching you have a conversation with JJ. It appeared to be heated and once I saw you storm out, I wanted to see if you were okay.”

“You were watching me?” My anger began to dissipate.

“Uh…yeah.” He said it as if I were crazy. “You’re hot; I like looking at you.”

“Oh.”

He sauntered closer and when he was an inch from my body, he wrapped his arms around my waist. “So, are you all right?”

“Suddenly, I feel great.”

He smiled, and I couldn’t resist not tasting it. He hummed when I kissed him, and when I pulled away he licked his bottom lip.

“Slumber party in my room later?”

I chuckled. “I’ll be there.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN


KONA


We all helped clean up after dinner. A few people were going to go watch a movie, Pika was going to play a video game, Nick and Noel went back to their “deep dive,” as they put it, and I went to take a shower.

I didn’t have anything super sexy to wear for Angel, but I figured, what was sexier than nude? Nothing, that was the answer.

I’d warned Pika not to come into my room unless he wanted even more trauma in his life, and Angel had told me the bedrooms were all soundproofed, so I lay on the bed, naked as the day I was born, and waited.

A few minutes later, there was a knock on the door. I reached over to a tiny box on the nightstand Nick had told me about. If I pressed the button, whoever was outside the door would hear me and vice versa. “Who is it?” Better to be safe than sorry.

“Angel.”

“Come in…” He opened the door and I added, “Or on me.”

He laughed, but it turned into a choke when he saw me. Quickly, he shut and locked the door.

“Ready for our slumber party?”

“Hell yeah, I am.” He removed his clothes in record time and started toward the bed, but I stopped him. “What is it? I have lube and condoms.” He bent down to get them from his pants pocket and I enjoyed the view of his round, muscled ass.

“That’s great, but not why I was stopping you.”

He came over to me and tossed the things onto the bed. “Oh?”

I crawled to the edge of the bed, where he now stood. “I want you right there.”

“Here?”

“Mmhmm.” I sat in front of him and his beautiful dick. “Don’t move.”

His lips curled at the corner. I kept my eyes on his as I gripped his cock and dipped my tongue into the slit, loving the hiss that left him.

“So good.” I wrapped my lips around the tip and gave it just the right amount of suction. His hand rested behind my head, but he didn’t push me closer or try and take control.

Angel was thick and long but not ungodly. Like, truly, he was the perfect everything. I’d been a little nervous it would hurt my ribs when he fucked me, but he’d slid in like he was supposed to be there. And now, as I sucked his gorgeous dick, nothing had ever tasted better.

“Damn, Kona.”

I peered up. He was trying to keep his eyes open to watch, but every time I hollowed out my cheeks, they closed for a moment.

I cupped his balls and sucked him down as far as I could, loving how undone he was becoming.

His thighs began to shake, his balls tightened, and as soon as he tried to pull away, telling me he was about to come, I pulled him closer. I wanted every drop of this man. He filled my mouth and gripped my hair. I swallowed everything and pulled back with a smile.

“I knew dessert would be good.”

“Shit.” He collapsed on the bed. “That was incredible.”

“Sweet talker.”

He chuckled breathlessly and looked at me, his gaze traveling along my body. “You’re hard.”

“I just gave the hottest man I’ve ever seen a blowjob. Fuck yeah, I’m hard.”

He reached over and gripped my cock. “Straddle me and fuck my face, Kona.”

Fuck. I was gonna come just from the offer. “You don’t have to tell me twice.”

This was a comfortable position. It was easy on my ribs, and the view was outstanding. He opened his mouth and winked at me, the cocky bastard. Speaking of cock, I slide mine past his lips and almost sighed in relief when he began to suck me down.

He’d told me to fuck his face, but I wasn’t an asshole. I went slow, relishing in the feel of his tongue swirling around the head, and whatever else he was doing. Fuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuck.

“Angel.”

He popped off. “I said fuck my face, Kona.”

Who was I to deny him? I began pumping; I could feel myself hitting the back of his throat and he just took me. Did the man even have a gag reflex?

“I’m gonna come.”

He gripped my ass so I couldn’t pull out and after a couple of pumps more, my orgasm slammed into me. Through it, he didn’t release me, milking me for every drop.

I rolled off him and laughed. It was such a freeing feeling, being with Angel. Sex had become something I’d hated, and he made me crave it again.

“I’m exhausted in the best way.” He had a cheesy grin on his face, and I had one to match.

“Let’s go to bed.”

We got cleaned up and settled under the covers, my head resting on his chest, his arm protectively wrapping me up close.

My brain was spinning, suddenly not tired anymore. I could tell Angel was awake too, so I asked a question I’d been wondering.

“How is it you’re the only brother that isn’t in a relationship?”

He tensed briefly, and I was going to tell him to forget it, but he answered. “Never wanted one.”

“There’s never been anyone you’ve wanted to try to make a future work with?”

There was a pregnant pause. “Once. I thought there was a guy.”

“What happened?”

“Well, he tried to kill us, but he was part of the brainwashed ring Four was in. He was a serious mess—I say that not to be mean. It took time, and I worked with Aziza to help him.”

I drew circles on his skin with my finger. “And you developed feelings for him.”

“Yeah, I got to know him. He was discovering things about himself, learning who he was, and he was amazing.”

I lifted my chin and rested it on his stomach. “You told him?”

“I did, and he said if he were gay, maybe I’d be it for him. But he wasn’t, and honestly, now I get it.”

“Get what?”

He looked up at the ceiling for a beat before his eyes were back on me again. “He wasn’t in any place for a relationship, and he may never be after what he’s been through. I wasn’t the end of his story—just part of it. We were able to find family of his, and he was eager to get to know them. He left, and that was it.”

“Is that it, though?”

He brushed my cheek with his thumb. “For his and my story yes, but hopefully you’d like one with me.”

I smiled so big, my cheeks hurt. “I don’t believe in fairy tales, Angel. But you know what I wouldn’t mind?”

“What’s that?” His voice was thick, his gaze uncertain.

“I’d like to maybe try life with you.”

He gasped—surprised or pleased, I didn’t know. “You’ve been through so much, I understand that you need to stand on your own two feet.”

“What I’ve been through doesn’t define me, it empowers me. Brick wasn’t so much a choice as a lack of options. You’re someone I want in my life. You’re a good man, hot as all hell, and you treat me like I’m precious.”

“Because you are.”

“See?” I gently patted his chest. “The other night I thought I’d come from your kindness.”

He chuckled. “If kindness is what you named my cock, then yes, sir, you did.”

I groaned and pressed my face into his chest. “Boooooooooooooo. You suck!”

“That I do!”

“No more. I can’t take the cheesiness; consider me lactose intolerant.”

We were laughing so hard, tears were falling down our cheeks. This was the kind of love I’d always dreamed of.

As I closed my eyes and drifted off to sleep, I silently prayed that I’d get to keep it.


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT


ANGEL


“Colette Barbier is definitely someone you don’t want to fuck with,” Nick stated over breakfast the following morning. “She’s got her fingers in all sorts of illegal pies.”

“Mason said he googled her, and there’s a lot of speculation that she’s in with Bratva and stuff.” JJ sipped his coffee.

“Yeah, that’s true. Noel was able to scuttle his way into the FBI and ATF database and located the agent in charge that’s dealing with Brick. He found out exactly what it is the Dead Kings are doing for Colette.” Nick gestured to Noel with flourish.

“Thank you, brother.” Noel sat up straighter. “So, we did in fact destroy property that was going to be going to Columbia for Colette.”

“Shit!” Matt yelped.

Noel waved him off. “No, no, calm down. Agent Waters, the one heading this thing, apparently is going to put together a shipment to cover Brick and his merry idiotic band of men.”

“Why? That seems stupid, dangerous, and a million other things.” It really didn’t make sense. They were going to likely use guns and drugs they had in holding, and they’d maybe be able to track the cartel, but that wouldn’t give them Colette, which was the reason they needed Brick.

“To get the cartel?” Noel shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. I found out the shipment, and this operation, are taking place in two weeks. Which gives us time.”

“Time to what?” Phoenix asked.

“Time to make Brick the most hated man in the underworld and give us the upper hand.” Noel smiled like a kid who’d won the science fair.

“You have a plan?” I sat back, intrigued. The twins irritated me, but I didn’t doubt they were smart.

“I do.” Noel tapped the table in a drumroll. “We get information to Colette that Brick is working for the FBI and the shipment is a setup. We explain to her that some rival biker gang destroyed her property, and because Brick is working with the FBI to nail her, they are supplying the guns and drugs to trap the cartel.”

“Uh…” Mason interrupted. “She’ll tell the cartel, and they’ll never catch them, and let’s be honest here—they are more ruthless and evil than the Dead Kings.”

“You’re not going to get everyone in this fight, Mason.” Shep wiped his mouth and sighed. “It would be great if we could, but we’re limited. Right now, we can’t have Colette targeting us. So Noel’s plan isn’t bad. She’ll be angry. We state that he’s done us wrong and started a war with us over it.”

“If she arranges a meeting with Brick, we could get her in the same place as him and eliminate them both, right?” JJ asked.

“Except she works with Bratva and the cartel. They won’t be very happy if we take her out,” Four countered.

“Unlessssssssss.” Nick cackled. “We make it look like the Kings took her out. They’ll be dead, so they won’t be able to retaliate, and we leave the cartel and Bratva to the alphabet authorities to fight another day.”

“Ideally this is brilliant, but you have to leave room for this to go horribly wrong, and then the cartel and whatever mafias will come to wipe us out too.” Matt cocked his head. “This is insane. You get that, right?”

“We do.” Noel beamed. “But we have no choice. Brick will throw us under the bus with either the FBI and ATF or Colette. If we don’t step in and do something drastic, we won’t be the ones standing when the dust settles.”

There was a somber silence as we all let what Noel said sink in. This whole thing was bigger than we’d originally thought, but we were in the thick of it and backing down wasn’t an option. Brick was coming after us even if we waved a white flag, which we would never do. Colette was an obstacle in our way, but we could use it to our advantage. And that was what we were going to do.

“Okay, so how do we get in touch with Colette? It’s not like we can just call her cell phone,” Gabe scoffed.

Nick chuckled. “But that’s exactly what we’re going to do. Imagine her surprise the moment her very private, very untraceable phone rings, and she answers it from someone she never gave her number to. It would actually give us more power.”

“Are we giving her our names?” Phoenix bit his lip.

“Absolutely not,” I answered and glared at Nick. “She can’t know who we are.”

“Brick will likely tell her if cornered.” Kona’s lips thinned. “But, and don’t take offense to this, if she looks into you guys, she might think you’re all too small and that he’s lying more.”

Noel pointed at Kona. “That’s what we’ll go for.”

“This plan has more holes in it than Swiss cheese.” Matt covered his face with his hand.

“Swiss cheese floats.” Noel looked smug.

“Does it?” Gabe got up and probably was going to go see if it did, in fact, float.

“Okay, while Gabe goes and does science, let’s perfect this.” Nick sighed.

We spent the next hour deciding exactly what to say to Colette, how to get eyes on her, and how this would end. Evading the FBI might not be too hard since we were sure Carmichael hadn’t told them we knew about the deal with Brick.

“It’ll be better if Brick thinks his life is falling apart. It will make it harder for him to focus.” Four glared at the screen where we were putting our plan in place.

“How so?” Shep asked.

Kona was the one who answered. “You want to tell the club what Brick’s been doing without their knowledge?”

Four grinned, something he didn’t do often, and I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t unsettling. “Exactly.”

I nodded. “Let’s get that news to them.”
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There was no way the Dead Kings were going to believe someone telling them their maniac leader was working with the FBI. They’d need solid proof.

“Tank would be who you’d want to get this info to,” Kona informed us. “He should be the VP now since the original one died at your shop, and I know sometimes he and Brick argue about the way the club is handled. He might actually believe this, and he could probably convince the rest it’s true.”

“Great. How do we get it to him?” Mason interjected.

“Me.” Kona’s offer was like being struck with lightning.

“Fuck, no!” I shouted, earning an eyebrow-raise from him.

“Excuse you?”

“Kona, if you go meet Tank, he’ll drag you back to Brick, and he’ll kill you.”

Kona rolled his eyes. “Were you all going to let me go undefended, unwatched? No, you’ll be close. I know Tank, and he’s not going to listen to any of you. I’m familiar with him, and while he’s a colossal asshole, he will believe me.”

“How do you know he won’t just shoot you when he sees you?” Gabe scowled. “We can’t defend you that fast.”

Kona lifted his arms up in frustration. “Then this won’t work. You have to trust me.”

“Kona’s right.” Pika had been silent through all this until now. “I don’t want my brother anywhere near the Kings, but Tank is your best bet, and he will listen to Kona. None of you can do it, and he won’t believe a text message or phone call. If Tank sees Kona risked himself to get this news to him, it’ll mean something to him.”

Kona hugged Pika. “Thank you.”

“Fine.” Noel sighed.

“Hold on. There has to be another way.” I wasn’t okay with this.

“Hey.” Kona’s voice was soft. “You won’t let anything happen to me.”

“Kona.” I turned, and he wrapped his arms around my midsection. “I’m not Superman.”

“No, you’re not. But this is the only way. You have to trust me like I trust you.” His expression was determined, and knew I wasn’t winning this.

“Okay.”

Right there, in front of my family, I cradled Kona’s face in my hands and kissed him…and ignored the catcalls that rang out.


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE


KONA


Tendrils of fear crept up my spine as I waited in the alley for Tank. He came this way three times a week to get pickups, and I was fairly certain today was that day. Nick and Noel had me wired up. One of the buttons on my shirt was a camera, and when I explained that it wasn’t what I normally wore and no one would believe it, they told me to make it my own and just leave a button at heart level so they could make the camera work. So I did. It wasn’t my best work but a tank top, with the shirt they wanted me in—tied at my waist, open, with tight black pants and boots—would have to do.

A tiny earpiece was wedged in my ear so deep, I really was worried they’d never get it out, but I was guaranteed that wasn’t the case.

“He’s coming.” Nick’s voice came through. Angel and Gabe were around the corner as a precaution, but it was true that if Tank chose to shoot and kill me, there would be nothing they could do.

A beat later he rounded the corner, looked up, and froze. “What the fuck?”

“Tank, I know this is fucked. But I need to talk to you.”

“If you think I’m gonna smooth things over with Brick for you, you’re insane. You’re dickin’ it down with the Saint brothers now. Spreading your legs for any man who can pay to keep you, isn’t that right?”

“You know that’s not true.”

“You turned on us; we’ve lost men.” He advanced on me, his hand reaching for his back.

“Wait.” I held up my hand. “Maybe find out why I’m here first, why I’m risking my life to talk to you before you decide to shoot me.”

Tank clenched his jaw. He was a big burly man, with a bushy beard, long hair he sometimes brushed, tattoos covering most of his body, and a harsh scar across his cheek.

“Make it quick.”

“Okay.” I gestured to a duffel bag by my feet. “In there. Open it.”

He glared. “You fucking open it.”

“Fine.” Slowly, I unzipped the bag and opened it.

“What’s all this?”

“Proof of what I’m about to tell you.”

He eyed the bag, noticeable folders with FBI and ATF stamped on them. And a tablet.

“Speak.”

“Brick’s working with the FBI, namely with an Agent Waters. He made a deal with them to hand over a business associate of yours, Colette Barbier, in exchange for his freedom. I don’t know why he made this deal, but no part of that agreement saves the club, just him.”

“Bullshit.”

“I’m not lying; it’s all here. That tablet”—I pointed to it—“has photos and video of him meeting with the agent yesterday.”

He grunted. “And how’d you get this information, those fuck-ass brothers?”

“Actually, yes, they stumbled upon it.”

He chuckled darkly and scratched his beard. “You want me to believe you’re doing this outta the kindness of your heart?”

“Ha, right, you wouldn’t believe me if I said yes.”

“What game you playin’, Kona?”

I motioned to my face, where my bruises were pretty much healed. “I never deserved any of this, any time. I took it, though, until I couldn’t anymore. So, part of me hopes you give him the same treatment. But the bigger reason is because when Brick locked me and Pika up, you kept him safe, you didn’t let Brick near him. I’m grateful to you for that, and this is my way of saying thank you.”

He eyed the bag and then me. “If this is true⁠—”

“It’s true. You have to decide what you want to do with it. All the proof you need is in here.”

“Kick it to me.”

I zipped it up and kicked it the best I could. He huffed and moved forward, scooping it up, and slipping it on his shoulder.

“You want nothing for this?”

“I told you, this is me thanking you for protecting Pika.”

He jutted his chin out. “Those brothers know you’re giving this to me?”

“No,” I answered without hesitation. “I imagine they’ll be pissed if they find out.”

He hummed. “You better return to them, then.”

I spun on my heels and gave Tank my back—the biggest no-no ever, but he needed to think I trusted he’d be honorable. Once I rounded the corner to where Angel and Gabe were, I took a deep breath, willing my heart to calm down.

None of us spoke a word, listening to Tank’s retreating footsteps.

“He’s gone,” Nick said.

“Now we see if it worked,” Gabe whispered.

The fact that Tank didn’t argue with me more about what I’d told him meant some part of him knew something was up—he just didn’t know what. I’d handed him the answer to those questions, and it would unleash chaos in the clubhouse once he saw it all and told the Kings.

“Let’s get out of here.” I followed Gabe and Angel to a waiting truck, got in, and thanked whoever was listening that I was still alive.
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Nothing happened for days after that meeting. I thought maybe I’d made a mistake trusting that Tank was the right guy to give this info to. I’d thought pandemonium would erupt, that through the camera the twins had set up we’d see members leaving, maybe dragging out Brick, but nothing happened. Everyone else seemed antsy, and I’d heard a few of them talking about a plan B and that by giving that information to Tank they might have royally fucked themselves.

I’d just about lost hope. I sat in front of one of the monitors with Noel, focusing on the clubhouse camera while he was doing something else. I thought it best I contribute since it had been my idea to hand this over to Tank. Guilt and regret sat heavy in my stomach and no amount of kisses, hugs, and reassurance from Angel would change that.

The clubhouse was filled with members. I could see the bikes, and I even thought maybe we should have just blown the place up with them in it. I got why we had to make sure this Colette bitch wouldn’t retaliate and that there was a process. It just frustrated me.

Like I’d said, I’d given up hope, until movement on the screen had me sitting up. Four guys exited the clubhouse, arguing, pointing fingers. Then Mike punched Fly right in the face.

“Look!” I shouted, and Noel spun around from what he was doing. “Something’s happening.”

All hell was breaking loose. A beat later, a few other guys came out followed by Tank and Brick. Brick was yelling at everyone, probably something along the lines of knock it the fuck off. Tank was arguing with him, and I saw the tablet that had been in the duffel was now in his hand.

“It’s happening.” I smiled.

Noel grabbed his phone, mumbling that he was going to text everyone. Nick had been working to get all the intel to Colette about Brick, so if it all worked, she’d back off and let us do our thing or meet with him and the brothers would take them both out. How was this my life?

“Shit,” Noel snapped and that was when I saw Brick pull out a gun and point it at Tank’s face. “If he kills him here, the rest of the members may fall in line behind him.”

I shook my head. “You can’t kill a member without a Reaper vote.”

Noel glanced at me briefly before returning his attention to the screen. “A Reaper vote I’m assuming is like a kill vote?”

“Mmhmm, ever see Sons of Anarchy?”

“No.”

“Well, while MC life isn’t as dramatic as that show makes it out, a lot of it is accurate to the code of outlaws and such. They call it a Mayhem vote, but every club has their own name.”

Brick wasn’t shooting, but the fighting had stopped. Tank was talking. Soon they all went inside, and I didn’t know what that meant.

“What happened?”

“No idea. Let’s join everyone in the living room.” I’d been in the tech room with him. Nick was busy with the Colette crap, but he abandoned it for the meeting.

I followed him in, hoping this was all coming to an end.


CHAPTER FORTY


ANGEL


I sat beside Kona, holding his hand while Noel explained everything. The clubhouse was in disarray; it was beautiful. Nick was able to locate Colette’s number—how he’d done that, I had no idea and I wasn’t asking. Not sure we’d understand him if he did explain. We had to act now and contact her because we had no idea what would happen with the Dead Kings after the argument.

“She’s not a woman who’s gonna take kindly to us calling her or offering up this information. So, whoever talks to her needs to be calm, and not take the bait if she should throw it in your face.” Nick was looking at everyone.

“Are we going to vote on who should do it?” Mason rolled his eyes. “Either you do it, Nick, or Angel.”

“Why Angel?” I shot a middle finger at Gabe. “Dude, I just mean you hate people, and you barely tolerate us.” Gabe smirked, clearly knowing that wasn’t true. Everyone in this room knew I loved my family.

“Why not both of you?” Phoenix shrugged. “You can each answer different sides of things and having someone pick up a conversation if the other falters isn’t a bad idea.”

Noel kissed Phoenix on the cheek. “Great idea, babe.”

“Okay, should we make, like, cue cards?” Matt asked, earning him a wide-eyed look from Nick.

“Sweetheart, what the fuck? This isn’t 1940—we have advanced technology.”

Matt playfully shoved Nick. “I know, I was just wondering how you all were going to do this so you don’t bumble your words and interrupt each other.”

“Valid concern,” Kona agreed.

“Angel should take the lead, introduce himself and Nick however you want, then Angel can explain things. If there’s a technical thing or something Angel can’t answer, Nick takes over. You both have strengths in this; use them.” Four stared at me pointedly.

“Good plan.” JJ smiled at Four. “Such a smarty.”

“We can’t sit on this. It has to be done today.” Noel had his tablet in hand and clicked something. A view of the clubhouse appeared. “They’re likely having a meeting. No clue how this will turn out, so we need to plan for the worst and hope for the best.”

“Get it set up, and we’ll do it.” I squeezed Kona’s hand. “It’s just a phone call.”

He nodded shakily. “Right.”

Nick set up some program on his computer I’d never understand. Supposedly it acted like a burner phone. A fake number would show up, and Nick would enter the name of who Colette would see on her end. He said something about her possibly having certain technology that could potentially push notifications that would reveal the origin of the call and whatever, but Noel would be dealing with that should she try.

I moved closer to where Nick was sitting with his laptop in his lap. Our names were displayed, aliases of course, and the number was there. He just had to hit the key.

“Do it.”

Nick pressed the button, and it rang through the speakers. Everyone stood around us, waiting.

“Who is this?” a female with a French accent answered; I was fairly certain it was Colette.

“Good afternoon, I am calling to speak with Ms. Barbier.”

“And again, I will ask, who is this?” While the accent was thick, we were able to understand her easily.

“My name is Jerome Fawkes, and my associate Cameron Ness is on the call as well.”

“I’ve never heard of either of you, and this is a very private number.”

I chuckled. “Makes you wonder how we got it, doesn’t it?”

“Oui.”

“We have many talents; it’s unimportant the how. You’ll be more interested in the reason we’ve hunted you down to talk to you.”

“Hmm…will I?”

“We have a mutual acquaintance. We were working with him for a time until he betrayed us.”

“I am sorry to hear this, Mr. Fawkes, but it has nothing to do with me, and you’d be wise to think twice about calling me again.”

“If you hang up, you’ll find yourself in a jail cell wondering why you didn’t listen to me.”

There was a brief silence. “Explain.”

“A few months ago we discovered that the Dead Kings were working with the FBI. Brick apparently made a deal with them to turn us over in exchange for his freedom. We barely got away. Once we were settled we began digging, wanting to find out everything we could, and we stumbled on something.”

“What?” Her tone was full of anger—whether it was toward us or the MC, I wasn’t sure.

“You.”

“Moi?” She laughed. “And what did you uncover?”

“That Brick and the rest of the Kings are about to do the same thing to one of your contacts.”

She sighed loudly. “Tell me everything and when you are finished, Mr. Fawkes, I will decide how valuable this information is.”

“You ordered drugs and guns from Brick. He was holding them and the deal was, he’d ship them out to your cartel buddies. Problem is, your merchandise got destroyed. The whole place got lit up. But because he’s an FBI rat, the agency agreed to help him. The shipment to the cartel will be the FBI’s shit, and as soon as it gets to where it’s going, they, along with a shit-ton of other agencies are going to take apart the cartel. And with all the proof Brick’s been gathering, I doubt it’ll be too long before they come for you as well.”

I glanced at Nick, who nodded.

“Would you like me to send you some proof, Ms. Barbier?”

“Yes,” she practically growled.

“Cameron is sending you an encrypted file. In there is everything you need to know.”

“I wonder, Mr. Fawkes, why it is you’re telling me this. You must have a price—everyone does.”

I chuckled. “As a matter of fact, I do. I came to you with this, first to give you a heads-up simply out of respect. I’m aware of who you are. But mostly, because my group wants to deal with him, and we don’t want your interference.”

“You want your pound of flesh.” She released a breath. “But if what you say is true, so will I.”

“You won’t get busted by the Feds, and your cartel friends won’t get a nasty surprise on delivery day. What I want from you is to stand down.”

Her laughter came out like a chittering sound. “I’m going to want to read this file you sent, and then, I at least demand a chance to meet with the Dead Kings to find out what they were thinking, fucking with me.”

“He’s protected by the FBI. You show your face, they’ll swarm you.” While we wanted her out in the open so we could end her as well, I wanted it to sound as if I were protecting her.

“How kind of you to worry. I have a splendid idea.”

I looked over at Nick, who shrugged.

“What’s your idea?”

“Let me read the file, and I will call you at this number. If I agree this has to be dealt with, you and Mr. Ness can be at the meeting I hold, at an undisclosed location. It’s the only deal I’ll make. If you refuse and act upon the Kings, I will see it as an attack on me as well.”

I gritted my teeth, glancing at everyone in the room. Our backs were to the wall on this, so we’d have to make it work.

“Very well.”

“You’ll be hearing from me.” She ended the call, and I slammed my hand against the coffee table.

“Fuck!”

“It’s okay.” Kona squeezed my shoulders.

“New plan?” Four asked.

I nodded. “New plan.”


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE


KONA


Everything was insane. Seriously, how had it all turned into trying not to be killed by some lady kingpin and her cartel and Bratva pets? The MC was scary enough now—adding this into the mix, would it even be possible to walk away from this mess?

I watched as Angel and his brothers broke down how they’d handle a meeting with this mistress of murder. They were calm and collected while it felt like a bunch of rabid bees were swarming under my skin.

Pika sat beside me, some handheld game in his hand, half supporting me and half playing. I wanted to pull Angel out of the room and wrap my body around him. It was all too much.

“When do you think she’ll call?” I asked.

“No one knows; it’s why we’ll need to stay alert.” Angel offered a sympathetic smile my way. He understood I was terrified—I was sure there was no hiding it.

JJ brought me and Pika plates of spaghetti and meatballs for dinner. Everyone was eating in the living room. It was big enough, and there were plenty of places to sit and tables to use. My stomach kept rolling, and eating was the furthest thing from my mind. But I didn’t want to insult JJ, so I nibbled.

By midnight, mostly everyone was passed out. Angel was lying on my lap, and I was rubbing my hand over his head. I couldn’t sleep. I’d tried, but it was a no-go. Noel was currently awake, he and Nick each taking turns keeping an eye on the monitors. Pika was out cold on a very large beanbag chair in the corner of the room, and Four had gone upstairs to be with Lizzy, having instructed us to text him if Colette called.

JJ and Mason were in the love seat talking about something while Shep and Gabe were asleep on the ridiculously oversized couch. I didn’t know where Matt or Phoenix had gone.

I was just starting to feel sleep pull me under when a beeping noise caught my attention.

“What the hell is that?” I yelped.

Angel jumped up, and what had been a quiet, calm room a minute ago turned into chaos.

“Intruders.” Noel was calm, focused on his laptop.

Nick came running into the room his laptop in hand. “I have three alert points.”

Three? What was going on? “Intruders?”

“We have cameras for when people turn on our street. Alarms when they reach the driveway. When it beeps, that means someone has stepped onto the property without our permission,” Angel answered.

“You don’t have a gate. Doesn’t that mean everyone who approaches is an intruder?” Pika asked.

“Yes, except…” Nick hit a button, and the TV split into three separate areas of the property. “Each alarm has a different sound and purpose. The one we just heard is from the cliffs.”

“The cliffs?” JJ shouted. “They’d be climbing from the ocean, then.”

“The other two are for the driveway and through the woods on the right side of the house.” Nick pointed out where there were figures skulking through the night.

“Why aren’t you all freaking out?” I grabbed Pika’s arm and yanked him to me.

“Because this house is the safest place for any of us. Watch.” Noel cackled as he typed on his keyboard, and I observed what appeared to be a long whip, maybe, swipe across the trees and take down three people.

“Holy shit!” I gasped.

Four came into the living room with guns of all kinds and handed them out to the brothers. Mason and JJ each took one as well, but Matt refused. He handed me a smaller kind of handgun. I’d never held a gun in my life and had no idea what caliber or anything it was.

“This is a .357 magnum snub-nosed revolver. Fairly easy to use. It’s loaded, just point and shoot.” Four’s gaze was intense. “Anyone that’s not us comes near you, shoot them.”

“What?”

“Point. Shoot.” He walked away before I could tell him I had no idea what I was doing.

I was gawking at the weapon in the palm of my hand. It was heavy, silver, looked like a mini cowboy gun, and I was supposed to use it?

“Hey.”

I glanced up into sweet brown eyes. “Stay with me, you and Pika. You’ll be fine.” Angel smiled.

“I can’t kill someone, Angel.”

He covered the revolver with his hand. “You won’t have to. Don’t worry.”

Pika’s eyes were wide as he stared at the screen, but Angel’s were soft. He wasn’t afraid, and I trusted him.

“Okay.”

“Keep it at your side, pointing down. Finger off the trigger, rest it alongside like this.” He positioned my fingers. “It’s just a precaution.”

“Yeah…of course.”

On the television, four people all in black were climbing over the rocks by the cliff. They walked maybe five feet; then their bodies went ramrod straight, they vibrated, and fell to the ground unmoving.

“What was that?” Pika asked.

“Under the ground, we have a sort of electrical grid. It’s activated when the alarm is on, which it is, and if you walk on the grass you get like that.” Noel gestured to the TV.

The black van in the driveway came to a stop and another four men stepped out, all holding semi-automatics. I couldn’t take my eyes off the television, but I was also scared to see what would happen.

I saw red dots on each of their heads a moment before they crumpled to the pavement. This house was lethal.

“I don’t see any more,” Nick said.

A loud buzzing went off, and a number popped up on the screen. “That’s Colette calling.” Angel moved to Nick’s laptop and hit the button.

“I’m going to assume this was you?” was how he answered.

“You took out eleven of my men, Mr. Fawkes…or should I say Saint?”

“Eleven men who you sent to kill us.”

She tsked. “Don’t be upset. You can’t blame a girl for protecting her livelihood.”

“I fucking can and am. I never had to contact you, could’ve left you to get thrown in prison, but I didn’t, and this is how you thank me?”

“We live in a world where saying thank you is a weakness, Mr. Saint. And don’t act like you were doing me a favor. See, I spoke with Brick and asked him was what kind of trouble the MC got themselves in. He gladly explained that you and your people are the ones who destroyed my merchandise, stole his boyfriend, and killed some of his men. Explain how that makes him the problem and not you.”

“He’d tell you anything to live. He’s a coward.”

She hummed. “Perhaps. But you survived the night, so I’ll keep my word. I will send you the date, location, and time we will be meeting. We’ll get it all sorted out then.” She disconnected the call, not letting Angel respond.

A message came through a few minutes later with the when and where. Two days from now. Would it all end? Would we walk away from any of it? I hated the unknown.


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO


ANGEL


There were eleven dead bodies on our property. Back when we’d planned this security system—well, when Noel and Nick had—we’d known there was always a possibility it would come in handy. So, we had what Shep referred to as the body dump. It looked like a well, but it wasn’t. You’d dump them down there and then seal it off and it was an incinerator. Once the bodies were ashes, there was a section that opened through the cliffs, and they’d get blown out to sea.

It was a major expense, one Mason had fought them on because it had taken a huge chunk of money. But right now, he was glad he’d let it happen.

By the time everything was set to rights, it was almost four in the morning. I could barely think and had to rest for a bit.

I ambled up to my room and into my en suite, where I turned on the water and just let it pound on my head for a good five minutes.

Kona and Pika had gone up to bed a couple of hours ago, a little shell-shocked and a lot tired.

I washed my body, brushed my teeth, and slipped on a pair of boxers. All I wanted to do was fall into bed and sleep. Tonight was a nightmare and if I thought about it too much, all I saw was Kona’s face, the fear in his eyes.

I opened the bathroom door and stopped midstep into the bedroom. Kona was under the covers, his head on his hand, and a sweet smile on his face.

“I thought you and Pika were sleeping.”

He pulled back the sheets. “We were, but he told me to go check on you, so here I am.”

I chuckled and slid in next to him, relieved when he wrapped his arms around me and rested his head on my chest.

“I didn’t think you’d want to see me.”

He looked up at me, his brows dipped. “Why?”

“Tonight, it was a lot.”

He nodded. “It was, but not your fault.”

“We killed eleven men.”

Kona sighed and pushed up so he was right in my face. “Eleven men who trespassed and likely were going to kill us all. I felt like a fool unable to reconcile that I might need to shoot someone. You were all in control. As scared as I was, I knew you wouldn’t let anything happen to me or Pika.”

“I wouldn’t.”

“I know.” He leaned in and pressed his lips to mine.

Our kiss turned feverish, and I welcomed the dip of his tongue in my mouth. I was no longer tired; instead I was hungry for Kona. Our teeth clashed and I rolled him under me, still careful of his healing body. All I wanted to do was be as close as I could to him.

“I want you.”

He smiled wide. “Then take me.” Kona reached under the pillow and pulled out a condom and some lube.

“You came prepared.”

“I did, and now I’d just really like to come.”

A low growl escaped me, earning a giggle from Kona. I loved his happiness, and I craved more than anything to give him what he wanted.

I leaned down and started at his lips, savoring the taste of his tongue, relishing in his enchanting scent…and he was enchanting. I couldn’t get enough. I moved to his neck, lightly nipping at his skin, grinning at his moan, and his nails dug into my shoulders.

I danced my tongue along his chest gingerly biting one nipple then the next, enjoying his hisses and gasps as I explored every inch of him. When I reached his cock I didn’t hesitate; I took him in my mouth and sucked. I felt his balls tighten, and I popped off.

“No, no…come back.”

I laughed. “I’m gonna fuck you; then you can come. Not before.”

He bit his lip, and he’d never looked as gorgeous as he did now, his dark hair splayed across the pillow, eyes glittering with lust, cheeks pink with need.

I grabbed the lube and poured it on my fingers. Faintly, I touched his hole, smiling as he shivered. I watched as his greedy hole sucked my finger in, pumped until he was begging for more. He took three fingers and cried out.

“I need your cock!”

Good thing the rooms were soundproof. I opened the condom and slid it onto my very hard cock, lined it up, and slowly pressed into him.

I heard my groans as Kona’s echoed them, and the second I was flush against his pubes, I repeated the motion, picking up speed. I reached for his hand and entwined our fingers, connecting in every way we could.

When we came it was together, powerful, and fuck, I swore the house shook with our climaxes. But it was just the bubble we’d surrounded ourselves in.

I was sweaty and covered in Kona’s come, so we both showered, taking our time. His bruises were pretty much gone, his ribs still tender, but he was healing so fast. He lazily stroked me to hardness, smiling once I came over his fingers.

This was what I’d been searching for; I just hadn’t realized it. This was what I’d thought I could have with Two. If anything, Kona had shown me that what we wanted wasn’t always what was best for us. I wasn’t good for Two and standing here under the shower spray, this beautiful man giggling when I playfully kissed his neck, I realized he wasn’t good for me either.

Aziza would have a field day with my discovery. She’d told me once that we sometimes fall in love with an idea and not the person. That we attach ourselves to projects and sometimes those projects are people. Two was that. Getting him to stand on his own feet, see himself for the amazing person he was. What he could be. That had been the project. Believing he could be even better with me was the idea. It wasn’t built on love and affection but comfort. And you couldn’t have a relationship solely based on that.

“You okay?” Kona wrapped a towel around my waist once we were out.

“Yeah, just thinking.”

“What about?”

I beamed at him, finding wild happiness in the midst of all this mayhem. “You. How grateful I am that I walked into Stilettos and Sangria that night.”

“That’s sweet.” He rested his hand on my chest and pushed on his tiptoes for a kiss. “I adore you, Angel. I hope you know that.”

“If you feel half of what I do for you, we’ve got a powerful thing happening here.”

He chuckled. “I’d bet it’s more than half.”

“Let’s get some rest.”

As crazy as everything was, it was the best sleep I’d had in a long time.


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE


KONA


I watched as Angel, Gabe, Shep, Nick, and Four strapped knives and guns to themselves. Nerves filled every inch of my body, and I both wanted to cry and scream. No matter how you looked at this, our side was outnumbered, even if you broke it down into threes. Colette’s people were likely many, seeing as she hadn’t balked at the death of eleven of her men. Brick’s, while smaller since the brothers had killed some of their MCs, had more than our side. Mathematically speaking, we were the underdogs.

Noel was staying back in a van nearby in case they needed another person, but he was going to be the eyes in the sky—that was what Angel called him.

To my surprise, JJ and Mason also were slipping weapons into holsters and securing knives to themselves. They’d be in the van as well. They weren’t fighters like the others, but JJ made it clear: “They hit my man—I come out blazin’.”

The house was safe and secure, and Phoenix and Matt knew how to use the defenses so Pika, Hazel, and Lizzy would be here with them. Me? Well, Angel wanted me at the house but I wasn’t going to do that.

“I’m coming.”

“What?” Angel’s head shot up. “No.”

“It’s not your call. Just give me a gun and I’ll sit in the van with Noel, JJ, and Mason. I’m not going to saunter out with swagger and a wink, but another person on your side is a good thing.”

“It’s too dangerous.” Angel clipped three karambits on the side of his vest.

“Of course it is,” I snapped. “Until this is done, that’s how it’s going to be, but I’m not going to sit here while all of you go out there, when this all happened because of me.”

Angel stepped in close. “This isn’t your fault; we’ve talked about this.”

“Okay, not all my fault, but it’s the thing that got you all involved so quickly.”

“Angel, let him come,” Shep grumbled.

“Mind your business,” Angel shot back over his shoulder.

“Is it just me, or is seeing Angel in love making anyone else’s heart go pitter-patter?” Nick sighed, and I looked at him and Noel with their hands on their hearts, fluttering their eyelashes.

“Our numbers are about to dwindle after I kill the twins, so fine. But be safe. Listen to Noel, and stay in the van.” Angel didn’t spare Nick and Noel a glance.

“What if Noel tells me to get out of the van?” I smiled.

“Don’t be a smartass.”

“You like my ass.” I winked.

“Now it’s getting gross…make it stop,” Noel whined.

I chuckled, pushed up, and planted a forceful kiss on Angel’s lips. I wanted this to be done, to be cuddled in bed with him, laughing about how easy this all was.

“We gotta head out,” Gabe barked.

We had to take two vehicles because Angel, Gabe, Shep, Nick, and Four needed to drive up to the meeting site. Noel’s van would be as close as we could get without drawing suspicion.

With one last kiss, I got into the van, buckled up, and prayed.
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The drive took an hour, but we were headed to a very secluded place, which was equal parts good and bad. We had to park half a mile from the location or risk being seen.

The van was set up much like the surveillance kind the FBI used. Mason was staying in the driver’s seat in case we needed to bolt quickly, but there was a screen on the dashboard so he could watch the footage.

Angel and the others had cameras and microphones on them, but to be on the safe side, Noel was using one of his stealth drones as well.

JJ and I sat on either side of Noel as he did his thing, and I watched as Angel and the brothers pulled into the long abandoned diner.

Noel explained that there used to be a highway that ran through here, but it was shut down in the late seventies. The diner, which was once probably beautiful, was one of the remnants of that time.

Light pressure on my shoulder made me jump only to find JJ had reached over to offer comfort. He was likely just as scared as I was with his man out there. Mason too. I lifted my hand to his and squeezed and he smiled at me.

Gabe, Angel, Shep, Four, and Nick, didn’t get out of the van. The drone picked up a bunch of bikes in the back of the diner, four SUVs on the side. They all had to be inside.

“We’re going in.” Shep’s voice came through the speakers clearly.

“Be safe, we’re watching,” Noel answered.

My heart felt like it was going to burst through my chest, I kept reminding myself to breathe, and the death grip I had on JJ’s hand had to be giving him regrets for wanting this connection.

Noel had a bunch of monitors up, each labeled with whose camera belonged to whom. Angel was in front of the group, and through the dirty glass of the diner I could see that there was a significant amount of people.

The moment the door opened, I heard Brick’s voice.

“You motherfuckers.”

“Now, now.” Colette came into view. She was a beautiful woman with her blond hair styled to perfection. She wore a red suit, designer unknown, and behind her were at least six men with guns. “We’re going to have a conversation, Brick. Name-calling is counterproductive.”

“These fuckers are trying to turn you against me.”

“You’re doing a fine job of screwing yourself,” Gabe growled. “Looks like you only have half your crew here. Where’s your VP? Care to tell Ms. Barbier where he’s gone?”

Brick wasn’t looking so good. There was a bruise on the side of his face, and he was sporting a black eye.

“You did all this!” He went to move but the brothers all lifted their guns, which in turn made the Kings and Colette’s men do the same.

“Enough!” Colete shouted, then sniffed, gently pressing her hands onto the lapels of her suit. “We’re going to talk, no shooting…yet.”

It took a good twenty seconds, but everyone did put their guns away. Colette eyed the brothers. “Which one of you was Mr. Fawkes?”

Angel stepped forward. “Me.”

“And your real name?”

“You know my real name.”

She chuckled. “I do, but it’s polite to introduce yourselves.”

“I’m Angel, and this is Gabe, Shep, Four, and Nick.”

“Four?” Her brow lifted. “How unusual.”

“Is it?” Four sounded bored, but I had a strong feeling he was ready to strike.

She pursed her brows, and turned to Brick. “Your claim is that the Saint brothers destroyed my guns and drugs.”

“They did.” Brick glared.

“I am curious as to why you do, in fact, only have part of your crew here. Gabe brings up a good point.”

“Like with what they did trying to turn you against me, he did the same with my crew.”

“If they were a strong and loyal crew, they wouldn’t fold so quickly,” Angel retorted, earning a growl from Brick.

“That is a valid point.” Colette nodded. “Tell me, Brick, how did they raise doubt within the ranks of the Dead Kings?”

“Same as they did with you. Tried to convince them I was working for the Feds.”

“Mmhmm.” She turned to Angel. “Your proof is pretty damning. I’ve had my people try to find the lies in it all, but they couldn’t. Agent Waters has a lot on you, Brick.” She rounded on the president. “While I believe you when you tell me the brothers destroyed my merchandise, I also believe them, that you’re working with the authorities.”

“That’s bullshit!”

She chuckled darkly. “How I see it is, you’re a rat, and the brothers owe me guns and drugs that aren’t supplied by the FBI or ATF.”

“Not happening,” Shep responded.

She shrugged. “I had a feeling you’d say that. Then there’s only one thing to do in this scenario. One thing that will appease my associates, and make sure I won’t have to look over my shoulder.”

I knew what she was going to say, and I gritted my teeth.

“I think I’ll be the only one walking away from this meeting intact. Good-bye, boys.”

“Fuck!” Noel shouted right before one of Colette’s men shot Shep in the chest. JJ’s screams filled the van, and I was frozen in place.


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR


ANGEL


I watched Shep fall to the ground beside me. He had a bulletproof vest on, but that had surely knocked the wind out of him. We had to get this shit show outside. Close quarters wasn’t going to work—not to mention, we had zero cover here.

I’d suspected this turnout to be possible, but our hope had been to be out of the diner and then for Noel to use the drone to blow it up with all these fuckers inside.

Gabe grabbed Shep by the collar and was dragging him out when a bullet whizzed by my head. I turned and shot, hitting the guy square in the forehead.

“Get outside!” I shouted to Gabe, Four, and Nick.

A piercing burn cut across my leg, and I hissed. We were sitting ducks here.

“Wild shots!” Nick yelled.

We shot blindly at everything and anything to cause chaos so we could rush out the front door. If we could get to the van we’d be protected, and Noel could destroy the diner.

Shep was on his feet again, and we raced for the van. The sound of motorcycles roaring to life meant we wouldn’t get everyone.

“Noel, now!”

I opened the van, we jumped in, Gabe at the wheel. We backed out just as the drone above the diner released a projectile. The van rocked with the explosion, but Gabe was able to get us away, and we avoided getting toppled.

Through the window I saw several bikes following behind us and one SUV. We hadn’t gotten everyone.

“Noel, keep eyes on the bikes and vehicle. We’re coming your way. Come in behind them.”

“Got it. How’s Shep?” Noel asked.

“I’m fine,” Shep grunted. “Gonna have a hell of a bruise.”

“Fucking Christ, babe!” JJ’s voice came through. “I was about to charge out of the van and run there. I want to fuck up that blond bitch⁠—”

“Okay, let’s keep the line clear.” Noel chuckled.

“Once we have them boxed in, we’ll shoot from our position. Noel, get that drone to fire on the SUV first. Do what you can on your end. We need them out before we get to the highway.”

“We see you,” Mason announced.

We sped past them, and I watched through the window as they flanked the caravan of bikes and one lone SUV. I didn’t see Brick in the group, but that didn’t mean he was dead.

“Ready?” I asked Noel.

“Yeah. On three. One, two, three.”

I pushed the window by me open and aimed. Noel’s drone was going to focus on the SUV. I was able to take two Kings out before the rest of the MC even got a shot off.

“Stay low!” I yelled to the others.

Four ignored me, because he was in kill mode for sure. He practically crawled over me, took a quick peek out the window, and eerily grinned at me. It was unsettling.

A beat later he moved up, and five shots rang out.

“Kings are down,” he announced.

“Holy fuck!” Noel laughed through the speaker. “You wiped them out.”

“SUV?” I asked, damn glad Four was on our side.

A loud explosion rattled the van. “Got the SUV,” Noel answered.

“We need to return to the diner,” Nick said. “Make sure we got everyone.”

“What? No!” Kona’s voice was wonderful to hear even though it was angry.

“We have to, Kona.” I sighed, readying for an argument, but he surprised me.

“I know, but I hate it.”

“Me too.”

Gabe spun the van around, and we drove back the way we came, Noel behind us. It didn’t take long to get to the diner, and it was ablaze with glass and debris everywhere. We could easily see body parts, which wasn’t pleasant.

“Drive to the rear lot,” I instructed Noel. “We’ll watch the front.”

“On it.”

“There’s no way we can figure out if Brick or Colette are in this with the fire going.” Nick was glaring out the passenger window. “I mean, she wore red, but with all this fire it likely burned away.”

The sound of sirens in the distance ended our perusal of the site and we left. This hadn’t gone as we’d hoped, but we were all walking away while the others had serious losses on their side.

We were five minutes from the house when a call came through from Matt. Gabe put it on speaker.

“What’s up?”

“Phoenix is calling Noel, but about a minute ago three SUVs and six motorcycles arrived at the end of the driveway. None are entering the property.”

“Colette and Brick?” Four asked.

“I can’t tell. None of the people in the SUVs are getting out, and the bikers are blocked by the vehicles, so I can’t see.”

“Colette was hell-bent on killing us and the MC. Why are they there together?” Nick sounded as frustrated as I felt.

“Babe, I don’t know. Do you want me to go and ask?” Matt was sarcastic, and it added a little levity.

“Okay, Matt. If we can get them on the property, we can light them up.” I noticed we’d turned on our street. “Colette knows it’s dangerous—likely warned the Kings.”

“So they’re working together now?” Matt wondered aloud.

“For now, maybe.” Ahead I saw the vehicles and bikes.

“What’s the plan?” Noel obviously had finished talking with Phoenix since his voice came through our speaker.

“Talking didn’t get us anywhere.” Four snorted.

I was about to speak when, from the side of the SUV, a large man was dragging another man by the hair.

“Shit, that’s Brick!” Kona gasped.

“An offering?” Shep shrugged. “I mean, I’ll take it, but I think if we let any of these guys leave, we’re causing ourselves future problems.”

He was right. “Let me just go out. If it falls to shit, drive through these motherfuckers.”

“Angel!” Kona shouted. “Why are you the one always offering yourself up to be killed?”

“Kona, please stay in the van with Noel and the others. Watch my six—I trust you.”

There was a silence, and I thought he wouldn’t say anything more. But he did.

“I love you, Angel. And you have to live so you can say it back to me.”

My heart thudded almost painfully in my chest. “Kona…”

“No! You get out of this and then tell me.”

I nodded, and realizing he couldn’t see me, I answered. “Okay.”

I faced Gabe, Four, Nick, and Shep. “Cover me.”

“Always,” they responded in unison, which would almost have been comical if the situation wasn’t so dire.

When I stepped out, the passenger door of one of the SUVs opened and Colette exited. Her red suit was a little dirty and her hair slightly disheveled, but she still appeared more put together than anyone else.

“If you fucking think I’m going to listen or believe anything you say, you’re a crazier bitch than I thought.” That was how I greeted her.

She laughed. “No, you’d be dead right now if you were an idiot.” She motioned to Brick. “I know a strong adversary, one that could be beneficial to my growing business.”

She wanted to work with us. Yeah, she was insane.

“You’re giving us Brick as a peace offering?”

She shrugged. “Call it an advance.”

“You fucking whore!” Brick yelled, only to earn a punch to the head from the man holding him.

I glanced at the other bikers. Tank was there, but he wasn’t giving anything away about what was happening.

“So I kill Brick, and then what?”

She smirked. “Then we sit and talk about how we’ll make a lot of money together.”

I narrowed my eyes at her, unsure how to proceed here. If I shot at her and Brick, I’d go down in a heartbeat. But…I looked at Tank again.

“You’d work with my brothers and the MC together?”

Tank’s jaw tightened. He didn’t like that idea either, and when she responded, “Yes,” I saw the unrest in the other Kings.

“I see.”

“I knew you’d agree this is the best ending to this mess.” She motioned to Brick. “So, get on with it already.”

I walked over to Brick and lifted the muzzle of my gun to his forehead, He glared at me as if he could light me on fire with his gaze.

“It was always going to end like this for you.”

“She’ll kill you,” he growled.

“Maybe.”

“You’ll be her pet. How pathetic, she’ll have you on a leash and every night you’ll fuck my sloppy seconds.”

“I’m done with you.” I squeezed the trigger and his blood sprayed forward, covering my chest.

His body slumped, and the man who was holding him ungracefully dropped him.

“Great.” Colette clapped. “Now we can get down to business.”

I raised my revolver to her. “I don’t think you thought any of this out very well.”

“You shoot me; you’ll fall with me.”

I chuckled. “I don’t think I will.” And with that, I let my bullet fly.


CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE


KONA


“Oh, my God!” I gasped when Brick’s body hit the ground. “Fuck,” I uttered the second Colette did. I swore I was about to witness Angel dying right before my eyes, but what happened next would shock me forever.

Colette’s men lifted their guns. Shep, Gabe, Four, and Nick rushed out of the van, but it wasn’t them who took her guys out. It was the Dead Kings. They’d been so focused on Angel, they hadn’t considered that Tank and the others would turn on them.

“Holy shit!” JJ covered his mouth.

Once Colette’s people were down, the Kings pointed their guns at the brothers and the Saints did the same to them. I couldn’t sit here anymore. I pulled open the van—much to JJ’s, Mason’s, and Noel’s upset—and did a colossally bad thing. I stood between the two groups.

“What the hell, Kona!” Angel said at the same time Tank yelled, “Get out of the way.”

“No. Stop. Enough! She’s dead, Brick and his followers are dead. Leo is dead, Darby’s dead, so many people are fucking dead. Can’t we stop?”

I held my breath as Tank and Angel glared at each other. If this whole thing was going to fall apart, I’d be in the middle of it. I wasn’t going to sit in some van and watch Angel and his brothers get killed, not when I was part of this.

It was Tank who lowered his gun first. Everyone followed suit after. “The Dead Kings are driving out of here tonight. We’re done with this town. We have to rebuild, bring the MC back to what it was originally going to be.”

“You leave and don’t return.” Angel’s voice was like ice.

Tank chuckled. “We cross paths again, one of us isn’t walking away.”

“That’s for fucking sure,” Shep responded.

Tank gestured to the bodies. “Have fun cleaning up.”

“Get the fuck out of here before you and your crew join them.” Four placed his hand on the gun he had tucked in his holster.

Tank shook his head, then met my eyes. “This really the group you want to stick with?”

I quirked a brow. “Like I’d go with you.” I smiled at Angel. “But yeah, this is the family I’m choosing.”

Tank rolled his eyes. “Watch yourself, Kona.”

“You too.”

We all watched as their motorcycles thundered down the street, and relief washed over me.

“I don’t get how they were here and not at the diner,” Gabe said as we were all cleaning up the mess. I wasn’t part of the body disposal, thank God.

“If you think Colette wasn’t keeping an eye on the rest of the Kings while she was at the diner with Brick’s brood, you’re an idiot. As for Tank and them not being there, clearly there was a split in the MC, and Tank wanted to distance himself.” Shep nudged Gabe out of the way so he could drag a bag of what looked like guns.

“As soon as it was just Brick left, she grabbed him. Probably had whoever was watching the other MCs bring them here. We won’t know for sure, but she thought herself more powerful than she was.” Four hopped into one of the SUVs and drove it onto the property. I didn’t know what they were going to do with the vehicles.

“What’s to say the cartel won’t come after us, or Bratva?” JJ was leaning against the van, not helping at all.

“Uhm…” Noel chuckled. “The cartel will have their hands full since that shipment of drugs and guns will get to them, and they’ll be swarmed by the alphabet authority. If they try to link it back—well, that’s a Dead Kings problem.”

“Clever, except Tank would totally throw us under the bus.” Nick folded his arms over his chest.

Noel booped his nose. “That’s future-us problem. Bratva has no horse in this race. Colette might look like just a casualty. But we’ll keep an eye out.”

“Carmichael is going to lose his shit if he ever finds out we did any of this,” Gabe grumbled.

“Let’s hope he doesn’t ever find out.” Angel patted Gabe’s shoulder, then held out his hand for me to take, which I did. If I had it my way, I’d hold it forever.
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One Month Later

“He’s nervous,” I said as I took my seat beside Angel.

“Why? He’s amazing.”

Phoenix was performing for the talent show, and we had put together a phenomenal number that he rocked. But, according to Noel, even though Phoenix was a lot more confident now, every once in a while memories of what that serial killer had tried to slam into his head got the better of him.

We sat and watched every performance, which were all really good but none held a candle to Phoenix’s. Maybe I was biased, but he was incredible.

When he was introduced, all of us stood and cheered so loud there was no doubt they heard us in the next town over.

Whitney Houston’s “I Wanna Dance with Somebody” began, and Phoenix appeared. If he was still feeling nerves, they weren’t showing. He danced with a grace and electricity that had everyone moving in their seats. The song morphed into Bruce Springsteen’s “Dancing in the Dark,” and cheers rang out as if we were all at a concert.

I could see Phoenix was fueled by the excitement of the crowd. At one point Phoenix gracefully fell into a ball and then, “What a Feeling” by Irene Cara began. This was the ending of his act, and I had tears in my eyes as I watched him not only own the act but every person in the room.

When he took his final bow, I looked at Noel, who was shouting, “That’s my fiancé!” Yeah, they were getting hitched soon.

Of course that had seemed to start something. The last month since everything with Colette and the Kings—perhaps it was the fear of how close everyone had come to being killed—Gabe proposed to Mason, and a week after that Four and Lizzy, Shep and JJ…it was madness.

Angel and I weren’t there yet, but there was no part of my future that didn’t involve him. So maybe someday, once Angel was watching me perform in my newly owned club singing all the original songs I’d written, he’d be shouting, “That’s my fiancé!” too. I’d been surprised when Tank sent me the keys with a letter and a deed. No explanation as to why the MCs didn’t want it anymore, and I didn’t bother inquiring.

Judging by the gleam in Angel’s eye when he heard Noel yell, I had a feeling my hope would become a reality.

I was giddy with the thought. For a little while, I hadn’t been sure it would happen. When the dust had settled and Carmichael had been working on getting us cleared—claiming what had happened at the shop was self-defense—he’d warned us that the FBI were very upset that we’d interfered with their investigation. The brothers had been called in for questioning several times. It wasn’t until Noel and Nick agreed to consult for the FBI in the future should they need help that it stopped. Carmichael vouched that their knowledge and expertise were light-years ahead of anyone they had in the bureau. The twins, having no love for the authorities, weren’t thrilled, but even Noel saw that Carmichael was putting his neck out for us, and he learned to deal.

That night, after we all ate and drank way too much and praised Phoenix for being outstanding, I curled up in bed beside Angel, my head on his chest and a smile on my face. I loved my life now. I’d thought I’d never have a family again besides Pika. But here I was, with more love around me than I’d ever thought possible.


EPILOGUE
ANGEL


Ten Years Later

My cheeks hurt from smiling: five words I’d never thought I’d say or think. But the last ten years had been nothing but smiles, happiness, endless love, and growth.

Kona was currently trying to teach Lizzy and Four’s daughter, Darby, how to do some sort of dance step. He wasn’t having much luck. Phoenix, on the other hand, was in fact succeeding in showing his nephew how to do the same pose; he was a well sought-after dancer, naturally. Hazel’s son, Ryder, was about the same age as Darby, and just like Lizzy and Hazel, the two of them were the best of friends. Watching another generation blooming was a beautiful thing. Those two would be a handful, though. As best friends, when one was in trouble, the other would cover for them. We were all doomed.

Our backyard was fuller than it had ever been, and so was the house. We’d expanded, added an elevator, and made sure we always had a room for all our family—even the ones we didn’t see much of, like Heather and Andrew.

They’d both grown up to be extraordinary people. Heather was a social worker focusing on helping children of abuse. Andrew, well, he was on the fast track to being an FBI agent…and we weren’t holding that against him.

He had struggled with relationships but brought with him his lovely girlfriend who doted on him. Heather was married and expecting her first child in the fall.

I never heard from Two again, but Aziza told me he’d moved to Ireland and opened a pub there, where he lived happily with his six dogs, five cats, and apparently sheep. He favored his solitude and while I sometimes wished we could have been friends, I was just happy he was living the life he wanted.

We’d had three years of weddings. Noel and Phoenix had started it off, and four years ago Kona and I finished the trend. Where we’d begun as five Saints, we were now fourteen…yes, Pika changed his name to Saint, and Four officially did as well. When he married Lizzy and they had Darby, our numbers grew.

Pika was twenty-five and had just begun working for a video-game designer. Noel and Nick were thrilled, not just because they got games before anyone else but because they had someone else who was as technology savvy as they were.

The twins had helped the FBI with over a hundred cases in the last decade, and when Carmichael retired last year and moved away, I could have sworn Noel was going to cry. The two of them had become friends over the years. Who’d have seen that coming?

We still helped people, but for the last few years, we’d taken on less and less cases. We’d never be able to turn anything down, but we were bringing in the next generation and we wanted them to know life without the bloodshed and bullets. Before Aziza moved to England with her husband and children five years ago to help head an amazing psychological program for abducted youth and helping them integrate into society, she’d expressed how proud she was of how we’d all grown and while she’d always be just a phone call away, she believed we would all be just fine.

Saintly Sweets had been rebuilt and improvements made, such as the outdoor patio. Lizzy didn’t return to the bakery, but she’d also never really left us. The loss of Darby was too much and it wasn’t until the birth of her daughter, and naming her after her friend, that Lizzy really came back to us completely.

Shep spent most of his days at Saintly Sweets. JJ was always with him, as were Mason and Gabe. I popped in sometimes, but I lived with these guys and ate Shep’s food—I didn’t need to be with them every second of the day.

I actually spent my time as a doctor. I finally got that medical degree and only helped people who didn’t have the means to pay for medical care. Not at all lucrative, but it was fulfilling.

“Whatcha doing?” Kona plopped on my lap and planted a sweaty kiss to my cheek.

“Watching all of you.”

“Hmm…creepy.”

I chuckled. “I’m just feeling grateful for my life.”

Kona smiled and wrapped his arms around my neck. “Me too.”

Stilettos and Sangria became so wildly popular that Kona opened a few more clubs all along the coast. He only ran the one near home, but his queens, as he called them, had the others under control. The shows were Las Vegas worthy, but Kona refused more times than I could count, saying he loved how it all was, and no thank you.

“Food’s ready!” Shep shouted from the grill.

“Let’s get a plate before everyone descends.” I stood, Kona still in my arms, and walked to the barbecue.

“Put me down.” Kona laughed.

“Nah, you carry our food. I’ll carry you.”

“I want to be carried.” JJ pouted.

Shep turned with his spatula in hand and sweat dripping from his face. “Maybe I want to be carried.”

JJ’s eyes widened and he beamed. “I’ll carry you, my Viking.”

“Ha. I’d like to see you try, my Vicious Viper.”

Of course that was the beginning of seeing who could carry whom, and the fact that no one walked away with broken bones was astonishing.

As night fell, Four, Lizzy, and Darby hugged us farewell and drove the two miles to their home. They didn’t live with us, but that was fine—we saw Four all the time. Lizzy was a crisis counselor now, and he was working with her since she oftentimes went into unsavory neighborhoods. No one would touch Lizzy with Four there. Heather and her husband, as well as Andrew and his girlfriend were staying for a few more days and bade us good night.

The house quieted as everyone went to their rooms, and Kona offered me his hand to take after I’d done one last sweep of the house, and I took it.

We ascended the stairs and into our bedroom. As we showered I peppered him with kisses, and he did the same for me. For the last ten years, I’d fallen asleep with Kona and woken up to him, and it was always such a thrill to know I was his and he was mine.

Gabe, Shep, Noel, Nick, and I had been five angry men set on seeking revenge, secure in the fact that the five of us were all we had and that we’d likely die in our quest for vengeance. Who could have known two best friends would crash into our lives and steal the hearts of my brothers and start a domino effect?

Love had found each of us after that, and we weren’t angry anymore. When my heart felt the fullest, my thoughts would drift to Scarlett, but I wasn’t sad. There was not a doubt in my mind that she’d be happy for all of us and maybe…maybe she was looking down on us, smiling.

Life was a funny thing. I’d once been ready for it to end, now I wanted eternity.

“Night, Angel. I love you.”

I kissed Kona’s head. “I love you right back.”

The End


I hope you loved Last One Standing and the jump into the future for all of them. Writing these guys has been an honor and insanely fun, I hope you have enjoyed the ride. Please share the love you have for these fabulous brothers by rating and reviewing. It’s much appreciated. If you want to find some free short stories and exclusive material join my Facebook reader’s group:

facebook.com/groups/DavidsonKingsCourt

Also, keep up with my new releases and info on book, translations, audios, and more by joining my newsletter:

davidsonking.com/subscribe
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Always and forever thank you to my husband and my children. Living with an author is never easy, but they are my strength, my muses, my everything. None of this would be possible without them.

Hope, I would be lost without you. Thank you so much for your help making this book what it is.

Thank you, Leslie Copeland, for taking all the pages and formatting them beautifully.

A big hug and thanks to Sammi Cee for her help. I adore you.

My mom is my biggest cheerleader and every time I finish writing a book, I can’t wait for her to read it and tell me what she thought.
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