
  
    
      
    
  


  
    
      Stalk Her

    

    
      
        Jenika Snow

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Jenika Snow]
          [image: Jenika Snow]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      STALK HER

      By Jenika Snow

      www.JenikaSnow.com

      Jenika_Snow@Yahoo.com

      Copyright © September 2019 by Jenika Snow

      First ebook publication ©  September 2019 Jenika Snow

      

      Photographer: Reggie Deanching

      Cover Model: Ryan Lee Harmon

      

      Cover design by: Lori Jackson

      Editor: Kasi Alexander

      Content Editor: Kayla Robichaux

      

      ALL RIGHTS RESERVED: The unauthorized reproduction, transmission, or distribution of any part of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to five years in federal prison and a fine of $250,000.

      This literary work is fiction. Any name, places, characters and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or establishments is solely coincidental.

      Please respect the author and do not participate in or encourage piracy of copyrighted materials that would violate the author’s rights.

    

  


  
    
      This is for all those girls who really love a bad boy. And to Kayla for her editing and stalker detail skills! ;)

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Synopsis

      

    

    
      
        Chapter One

      

      
        Chapter Two

      

      
        Chapter Three

      

      
        Chapter Four

      

      
        Chapter Five

      

      
        Chapter Six

      

      
        Chapter Seven

      

      
        Chapter Eight

      

      
        Chapter Nine

      

      
        Chapter Ten

      

      
        Chapter Eleven

      

      
        Chapter Twelve

      

      
        Chapter Thirteen

      

      
        Chapter Fourteen

      

      
        Chapter Fifteen

      

      
        Chapter Sixteen

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      As president of The Devil’s Right Hand MC, I could get whatever I wanted.

      Drugs, women, money, but most of all power.

      And it’s the latter I was most interested in, most focused on acquiring. Because without that, you’re nothing. And in the town of Copperhead, Colorado, I had no problem making people bend to my will.

      I ran my club with an iron fist, and what we did wasn’t exactly legal, but then again the kind of money we wanted, you didn’t get by following the rules.

      So back-alley deals, corrupt situations, blackmail, and just being a downright bastard… that’s what the MC was known for.

      That’s what I was known for. Because fear got you what you wanted.

      But then she came into my life—this sweet, fresh, and pretty young thing working at one of the bars the MC owned. I should’ve stayed away, should’ve kept my distance, because she was a liability and a distraction I sure as hell didn’t need.

      Yet all it took was that one encounter, that one moment for her to cross my path, and I was completely obsessed with her.

      I found myself doing anything and everything to get information on her, to find out who she was, where she lived... why she was so far away from home.

      So I followed.

      But her life wasn’t as innocent and vulnerable as she wanted people to think. She had secrets. She had a past. One she was running from.

      But I wasn’t into a fairytale life or ending. That was never in the cards for me.

      Because when it came to her, I knew I’d do anything to make her mine.
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        Butcher

      

      

      “Either fucking fold or quit pulling our dicks,” I said as I glared at Right Hand, a fellow patch who’d gotten his nickname because he’d nearly lost his damn right hand after he’d been caught fucking his stepbrother’s ex-girlfriend. Even though she’d been an ex, apparently said stepbrother still had a hard-on for her and went after Right Hand with a butcher knife. He nearly took the fucking hand right off like he was trimming meat for Sunday dinner.

      Besides, the nickname fit with him being a member of the MC and all. Now, Right Hand had a gnarly scar around his wrist, and a sweet-ass biker name to go along with it. Guess things worked out the way they were supposed to.

      And you’d think Right Hand would have learned from that mistake, that a life lesson like that would have knocked some sense into his crazy ass. But nope. Fucker was still sleeping with said stepbrother’s ex on occasion all these years later.

      Must have been some damn good pussy to risk having a motherfucker come after you with a butcher knife again and go for another part of the body.

      “I’m not pulling anyone’s dick but my own,” Right Hand said and grinned, flashing a silver cap on one of his side teeth.

      “I know you don’t got anything, asshole. So fold already, so I can go home and crash. I’m fucking beat.”

      He exhaled and threw down his cards, face-up. The other three guys followed suit.

      “Too fucking rich for my broke-ass blood,” Boss said.

      “I think you bastards like pulling each other’s dicks with this pissing contest.” Nitro was the next one to speak.

      And then there was Scorpion, a patch who I even wondered if he spoke English, given the fact that most of his communication was in grunts and nods.

      “That’s what I thought,” I said and tossed mine down, showing a pair of twos. 

      “What the hell? You don’t even have shit.” Right Hand’s face was turning a nice shade of red as his anger rose to the surface.

      “Had a shit hand… yet here I am, taking all you motherfuckers’ money.” I grinned and reached for the center of the table, pulling the cash toward me.

      “Fuck,” Right Hand muttered. “I’m getting drunk and getting laid. Fuck this shit.”

      The rest of the guys started talking shit.

      “Go lick your wounds, you fucking crybabies.” I flipped them off and reached for my beer, finishing it off before I left. I had a long-ass day tomorrow, and it wasn’t even doing fun shit, just paperwork and legal bullshit for our legit businesses.

      We might be outlaws, but hell, we weren’t stupid. Having on-the-books businesses kept us on the up-and-up. It made sure we looked like law-abiding citizens, even if we sure as hell weren’t.

      I was nearly done with my beer—just set down the bottle on the scarred table—when movement out of the corner of my eye had me turning and looking in the other direction.

      She walked out of the back room, carrying a tray. She was tiny as she leaned against the bar and waited as Richie made up her drinks. Her jeans were tight, too tight, because they showed off her slender frame and the way her ass popped out.

      It looked juicy... like a fucking peach.

      Her cropped top wasn’t obscene, didn’t show skin, but it was tight enough I could see how small she was all around.

      Fuck, I bet my hands would wrap fully around her waist.

      She was young, too fucking young to be working in a place like this.

      She was too fucking young for me to be looking at her the way I was, thinking about the things I was.

      Her long blonde hair was pulled into a ponytail, and the first thing that came to mind was how I wanted those strands wrapped around my hand as I took her from behind while I yanked her head back and bared her throat.

      I tracked her movements through the bar as she set down the orders at different tables. Her cheeks were pink as if she were blushing. Fuck, she was innocent-looking. I didn’t stop myself from lowering my gaze to her chest. Her tits were small, maybe not even a handful. But they looked perfect. The little nipples were poking through the material, making my dick instantly hard and press against the zipper of my jeans.

      The men who frequented this bar were lowdown criminals, outlaws like myself. They took what they wanted and asked questions after the fact. And a girl like her sure as fuck shouldn’t be in a place like this.

      I didn’t like it.

      I called Richie over, the manager of our establishment. He came over with a towel slung over his shoulder, a worried expression on his face. He wasn’t like us, like the MC. In fact, he’d been the original owner of the bar before we took over, before we gave him an ultimatum, no choice but to go into business with us.

      That’s what kind of bastards we were.

      “What’s up, Butcher?” Richie asked. The older man might not be a criminal like myself, but he sure as fuck wasn’t some law-abiding citizen. That’s why it made it easy to give him the ultimatum to sell us his bar while we still allowed him to run it.

      What could he do? Refuse us and end up in the back-alley dumpster?

      Besides, he was good at selling underage customers, also good at selling pussy in the back of the shop during and after business hours.

      “Who’s the new girl? She barely looks old enough to buy a pack of cigarettes, let alone be serving alcohol.”

      Richie looked over to where the young blonde was and then glanced back at me. “That’s Poppy. New girl. She’s been here about a week. Just turned nineteen, I think.” The look he gave me was a little bit hesitant. It was the look of a man who thought I said something shady. He knew me well, but fuck, I wasn’t some kind of a fucking maniac. “Should I have asked before hiring her?” he asked genuinely.

      I shrugged. “I don’t give a fuck who you hire, Richie.” I looked back at Poppy. “You selling her ass in the back like the others?” He better fucking say he wasn’t or I’d break his kneecaps. That thought and certainty filled me so strongly it shocked the hell out of me.

      “No.” He shook his head adamantly. “She’s not a whore. She just slings drinks and collects a paycheck every other week.”

      I grunted in response. “Poppy,” I said under my breath, instantly liking how it rolled off my tongue.

      I could still feel Richie looking at me, but I didn’t give a fuck. He wasn’t my concern. Now, Poppy… Poppy was definitely my concern.
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        Poppy

      

      

      “Damn, girl. You got a tight little ass on you.”

      I ignored the drunken asshole who tried to grab me. I stepped back and gave him a fake, tight-lipped smile. The three men sitting around the table were all eyeing me as if I was a piece of meat. I was used to it, unfortunately, not because I thought I was pretty or anything special, but because I had a pussy and that’s all they cared about.

      I knew these types of men. They were the ones I’d been around my entire life.

      They were the type of asshole I’d run from.

      Here I was, finding myself in the same situation as I’d escaped… being surrounded by a bunch of pricks who only saw me as a hole to fill.

      I set the beer down in front of the asshole and turned to make my rounds and check on the other customers. The classic rock played overhead from the jukebox in the corner, an old-ass thing that looked like it was on its last legs. The interior lights of the thing flickered, and the makeshift dance floor was scuffed up and scarred. The few people who were in the center dancing looked more like they were trying to dry hump each other than anything else.

      I made it one step before the guy reached out and smacked my ass hard enough that I felt the sting through my jeans. I turned around and narrowed my eyes. I might’ve been young, but I was tough, had lived my life around men who thought taking advantage of women was the norm. I didn’t come from a rich family. I wasn’t privileged. I had to fight for everything I got in life, and there was no fucking way I was going to let some drunk prick put his hands on me, thinking I was another girl who would just roll over and spread her legs.

      “Keep your hands to yourself.” What I wanted to say to him was that if he touched me again, I’d cut off his fucking fingers and shove them down his throat.

      He looked at me and then at his friends, who were laughing at his clear misfortune. I’d embarrassed him. I could tell by how red his face became, how he narrowed his eyes at me and clenched his jaw. But fuck him. I didn’t care.

      I walked back to the bar, but still I felt the hair on the back of my neck stand on end. I’d felt it as soon as I stepped out of the backroom, as if someone watched me intently. This wasn’t the same attention as a drunkard staring at me. No, this felt different. This felt more intense, more consuming.

      I set my tray down and looked over my shoulder, scanning the interior of the bar. As bars went, it was pretty standard, with sticky, scuffed-up floors, a weird, stale smell in the air, and just an overall rundown appearance. The decor went as far as having old-ass license plates nailed up on the walls.

      As I continued to scan the room, nothing stood out to me right away, and I couldn’t see anyone staring at me. But still, I couldn’t shake off the feeling that I was being watched. I always went with my instincts. They’d saved me more times than I could count. They’d been the reason I left the shitty riser I’d called home in the middle of the night, because my worthless and neglectful drug addict of a mom’s boyfriend—Henry—had been throwing up red flags in my direction.

      The way he looked at me, brushed up against me, had my stomach clenching in disgust, had bile rising in my throat.

      It would have only been a matter of time before he came into my room and took what he wanted.

      At nineteen, it wasn’t like I had a whole lot of money, not with working part-time as a waitress at the diner in town—the one that made this bar look like the damn Ritz. And so that’s why I did what I had to do. That’s why I’d stolen from Henry to make sure I had the funds to escape.

      I knew he kept a stack of cash in a coffee can in the freezer. He either thought we were too stupid to know or he watched too many action movies. Either way, I knew. So I’d left when they’d been passed out, needle in my mom’s arm, a mirror on the coffee table with coke residue smeared across it.

      I’d wanted to have that relationship with my mother in which I could confide in her, but to be honest, I was surprised I’d survived as long as I had under her care.

      I’d been nothing more than a means to an end, a broken condom, as she so eloquently put it. I’d been stuck in a shit life, and I’d been tired of it. Just a shame the circumstances had been the way they’d been.

      So here I was, finding myself in some little rundown town hundreds of miles away from the only place I’d ever called home. I’d thought twice about staying. It was clearly run by criminals, an MC that had an iron fist where everything was concerned. But then I realized this was the best place for me to be, to hide… to be out in the open but camouflaged by the filthy scum of the world.

      I closed my eyes and breathed out slowly. Maybe I wasn’t being watched. Maybe it was all in my head, a paranoid feeling, because I was on the run, expecting to be found at any moment.

      And this job? This barmaid who got paid under the table despite having filled out an application for “paper trail” reasons, per the owner, was just trying to stay out of trouble and save some money to move to the next place.

      But no matter how hard I tried, the feeling of being watched was heavy and thick, like honey over my skin, but not sweet. It was a bitter feeling, this cold sensation that wrapped its icy hands around my heart and squeezed that organ tight until I felt all the blood leave me.

      My heart started racing, beads of sweat coating my palms and the length of my spine.

      I knew Henry would eventually find me. Although he was a scumbag, I knew he had connections. I’d overheard him talking plenty of times. I was, after all, just the daughter of the junkie he was fucking. I didn’t know if he had ties with the mob, gangs, or maybe another MC. But whatever it was, he’d find me.

      So this was a temporary home, a temporary solution. Maybe if I hadn’t stolen the money he would’ve left me alone. Maybe not. It didn’t matter now.

      But that money was only going to last for so long, so that’s why I was working for minimum wage and tips. The two grand I took wasn’t going to last me forever, but I had to keep moving. Keep running.

      Staying in one place too long would end up killing me.

      I was about to make my rounds again when my gaze landed on one table off to the side. He sat there by himself, staring at me, his focus so intense that it was as if he reached out and ran his fingers over my skin. That’s how strongly I felt it, how powerful his look was.

      I should have looked away, should have broken the eye contact. I didn’t like the way it made me feel, didn’t like the way he looked at me.

      It was the look a man gave a woman he wanted to own.

      I didn’t know how I knew that’s what his stare meant, but the longer he watched me, the more I knew that was the truth.

      “Poppy, do you want to take these over to table four? They’re mean-mugging the hell out of me right now, and I’m not in the mood to deal with a drunkard’s fight.”

      I finally tore my gaze away and glanced at Richie. I nodded, took the beers, set them on my tray, and told myself to just ignore the man who refused to stop watching me.

      But as I made my way around the bar to deliver the drinks, I was still very aware that he watched me, tracked me around the room. I felt it. It was then that I knew he was the one who’d had my instincts on high alert. He was the reason I felt like I was under a microscope.

      And I didn’t know why I was nervous, didn’t know why I felt as though I was being stripped bare, put on display. Was he with Henry? Was he sent out to find me? Did he track me down?

      I started to feel fear take hold. I didn’t know what Henry would do to me if he found me.

      I went back to the bar, refusing to look at the man at the table, to show him that I noticed his attention was right on me or that it affected me so much. When I got back to the counter, I leaned against it, my back to the man, and stared at Richie.

      “Do you know who that is?” I tipped my chin behind me, hoping he knew who I was talking about. Richie looked over my shoulder and cleared his throat, looking uneasy all of a sudden, and gave me one sharp nod.

      “You mean the man who’s been staring at you since you came out from the back?”

      So it wasn’t just me who noticed.

      “The man who asked about you?”

      I felt my brows lift in surprise. “He asked about me?”

      Richie nodded. “Poppy, do yourself a favor and don’t get on his radar anymore than you already are.”

      “Well, who is he?”

      “He’s Butcher, President of the Devil’s Right Hand MC. He owns this town. He owns everything and everyone.” He leaned in close and said, “So when I say you’d do best to stay out of his line of vision, I mean just that. You’re too sweet of a girl to get mixed up with all that.”

      I could see he was afraid, probably shouldn’t have even said anything, but despite the fact that I’d only worked here for a week, Richie was looking out for me. I wasn’t used to that. I didn’t trust that.

      I did look over my shoulder then, and sure enough, Butcher had his gaze right on me once more. I swallowed, my throat feeling tight. No, I didn’t like the way I felt when he looked at me. I wasn’t afraid, didn’t feel like I was in danger. But I felt like he watched me as if he were waiting for the right moment to pounce. There was no other way I could describe it, no other way I could even begin to think of how to explain how I felt as we stared at each other.

      What I did know for certain was that I needed to stay away from Butcher. He was dangerous. That much was obvious, and right now in my life, that was the last thing I needed.
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        Butcher

      

      

      I kept my gaze on the fucker with his two buddies, the one who slapped Poppy’s ass. I’d been stewing about it ever since I saw him touch her. I wasn’t about men fucking with women, but the rage I felt toward that prick who touched Poppy was a lot more personal.

      It was wild and dangerous. It was violent.

      That’s how I knew she was different, that she was special to me. I didn’t need to hear her voice or know her personally to understand how I felt. I always went with my instincts, and they told me she was mine whether she knew it or not.

      I knew I wouldn’t let it go. I couldn’t.

      He needed his fucking teeth knocked in, and it was only because I’d gotten a call right after she was touched that I didn’t go over there and break his bones. And after the call ended, I told myself to wait, that if I made a scene in front of everyone, then someone would call the cops and I’d have to deal with that bullshit.

      No, I’d wait. And when he left, when I got him alone, I’d teach him a fucking lesson.

      It was getting to be closing time, and I was antsy, on edge. I was waiting until he left, would follow him out, would give him enough pain he wouldn’t forget why he was getting the shit kicked out of him. He’d sure as fuck think twice about putting his hands on a woman again; that was for damn sure.

      Poppy had gone into the backroom five minutes ago, and as I leaned back in the wooden chair, the piece of furniture creaking from my weight, one of my arms resting on the table, and my leg bouncing as I grew impatient, all I could think about is all the filthy fucking things I wanted to do to her.

      I thought about following her, seeing where she lived. I thought about getting her alone, looking through her window, seeing how she lived. I couldn’t stop myself from thinking about what I’d do to her if I got her alone, all the dirty, obscene tings I could show her, let her experience for the first time.

      Or maybe I’d just stand back and watch her, memorize her movements, how she did things.

      I’d never had this kind of pull toward someone, a draw that had me so consumed I honestly felt like I was losing my fucking mind. And I’d only just met her. Hell, I hadn’t even actually met her. I’d only just seen her.

      She came out of the backroom, her purse slung over her shoulder, her expression telling me she was trying her damnedest not to look at me. I was making it perfectly clear what I wanted, wasn’t even trying to hide the fact. I stared at her, saw she noticed me watching her. Hell, Richie kept glancing at me hesitantly as if he thought I’d fucking take her right up against the bar or some shit. She lifted her hand and said bye to him as he wiped down the bar counter.

      I stood, intent to go out there, follow her, and tell her that I thought we should see more of each other... demand it. Hell, I’d never even been on a fucking date before, not officially, because I’d never wanted a female the way I wanted Poppy.

      It was this powerful, consuming, soul-sucking need that maybe could have been explained as wanting to fuck her senseless. But I knew better. I knew myself better than that.

      I wanted to take her out, buy her things, dress her up real nice. I wanted everyone to know she was mine as I wrapped my hand around her waist and pulled her in close. But just as I was about to take that first step to follow her, I saw the asshole who’d touched her zero his focus on her. He said something to his buddies before he made his way toward the door she’d just left out of.

      I narrowed my eyes, curled my hands into fists at my sides, and knew shit was about to get bloody. I anticipated it like a drug addict salivated for that first hit after being dry.

      I looked over at Richie and saw he watched me, could see on his expression he knew what was about to happen. But Richie knew better than to intervene. He knew to look the other way. He knew that, because his life depended on it.

      So I found myself walking toward the front door, gripping the handle, and pulling it open.
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      I was no more than a few seconds outside when I heard the front door open and close behind me. I looked over my shoulder, honestly expecting to see Butcher after how hard he was watching me inside, but the man staring at me was the drunkard with the grabby hands.

      He narrowed his gaze at me and took a wobbly step forward. Then he took another one. His eyes were bloodshot, his face sweaty. He was wasted.

      I didn’t see his buddies follow him out, but it didn’t matter, because this asshole had been the problem, not his friends.

      “Hey there, Little Red Riding Hood.”

      I felt my throat tighten at the disgusting sound of his voice, at the way he said those words. I might have been small, a woman, and seemed weak, but I’d fight with everything in me. And this fucker would soon find that out.

      I didn’t respond, just started making my way toward my apartment building, a short five-minute walk that had been convenient up until now.

      My heart was racing and my palms damp. I was nervous, the flight or fight instinct riding me hard. I could feel him following me, and as I looked over my shoulder and saw him keeping pace with me, my mouth dried.

      “Where are you running off to, pretty little thing?”

      God, this night was getting horrible. I clutched my purse, the small pistol inside something I kept for obvious reasons. It wasn’t like I’d even used a gun before, but I’d seen enough movies to get a good idea.

      Or at least I thought I knew what the hell I was doing.

      Worst-case scenario, he got scared when I flashed it.

      I sure as hell wasn’t going to be a victim, especially not after I’d gotten this far. But just as I felt the cold, hard metal brush against my fingers, before I could wrap my hand around the grip, I felt him tangle his hand in my hair as he yanked my head back.

      A shocked sound left me, and in a matter of seconds, he had me in the small alley beside us, my back pressed against the cold brick wall, my purse wrenched from my arms and tossed across the way, hitting the pavement with a dull thud.

      My heart was racing, a hard beat behind my ribs. Fight or flight was moving swiftly through my veins, the adrenaline pumping through every single part of my body.

      “Feel lucky someone fucking pays any attention to you.” His voice was slurred, his breath hot and smelling like booze.

      I turned my head and tried to push him away, but he was strong. He was really strong, the alcohol giving him this superhuman strength I knew all too well. It was the same strength the addicts got, that rush of power.

      “How about you go fuck off,” I said, knowing it didn’t matter if I fought or submitted; this would probably end up the exact same way. And fuck that. If this was going to go down that dark path, I was going to fight until the end. I was going to make him bleed before this was over with.

      “You little bitch,” he garbled and grinned.

      “A little bitch who won’t make this easy on you.” I spat in his face, and he growled out low right before he reared his hand back and connected his fist with the side of my face. My head flew back against the brick wall, my skin scraping against the rough edge, abrading my flesh, sending pain spiraling through my body.

      He gripped my chin with his fingers, digging those digits into my face, forcing me to turn my head in his direction. I didn’t cry out, didn’t show him anything but pure venom.

      “I’ve lived my life with assholes like you breathing down my neck. I’m not afraid of you, so if that’s what you’re going for, you can just go right ahead and fuck off.”

      He made a low sound, as if I’d pissed him off even more.

      Good. Fuck him.

      “The fact you’re fighting me makes me even harder.” He ground himself against me, and all I wanted to do was bring my knee up and kick him in the crotch. But the position I was in, with his body pressed to mine, made that impossible.

      I spat in his face again, and the look of surprise etched on his expression sent pleasure through me. Good, he was now realizing I wasn’t some shrinking violet. He had his hand on my neck, turned my head roughly to the side, and scraped my other cheek against the brick. I refused to cry out in pain as I felt the rough surface tear at my flesh, as I felt the warm wetness of my blood start to come to the surface.

      “Stupid fucking bitch,” he growled. “I’m going to make you lick that spit off my face before the night is over with.”

      Suddenly, this inhuman sound tore through the air and the drunk asshole was abruptly pulled away from me. I blinked a few times, my heart thundering, my head feeling dizzy, and the pain in my cheek dissipating as I stared at the scene in front of me.

      A fight.

      A violent one at that.

      I should run, escape. This was my chance, while that asshole was occupied. But instead, I found myself transfixed at the sight in front of me.

      “You think you can touch what’s not fucking yours?” The sound of his voice was thick, deep… deadly. It had chills racing up and down my spine, had fear and wonder choking me until I couldn’t breathe.

      I didn’t know who the man was, couldn’t see him with the dark shadows playing across his face. He was big, muscular. I could tell that much.

      And then the man doing the beating moved toward the flickering streetlight, the one with the muted yellow glow, the light seeming dirty, far dirtier in this dank alleyway.

      Butcher.

      He stood menacingly over the drunk, who was now on the ground, looking up, his ugly face twisted in anger.

      Again, I should have moved, should have run, but here I was, hypnotized by the violence, by the arousal of watching Butcher beat the fuck out of the man who assaulted me.

      I felt my eyes widen as I watched Butcher slam his fist into the asshole’s jaw. Over and over again, repeatedly. And the drunk was no match, despite him trying to fight Butcher off. Despite the fact that all his moves were defensive ones.

      Butcher’s muscles strained every time he reared his arm back and slammed his fist into the asshole’s face. God, I couldn’t move. I should. I should run, not stand here like a fucking idiot watching in awe the feral intensity that came from a man I didn’t even know, from a man who scared me but aroused me more.

      And then the drunk stopped fighting. He just stopped. But Butcher didn’t. I took a step forward, a small one, and opened my mouth, not knowing what to say. He’d kill the man, and although I should let him, something inside me knew this had to stop. I had to put an end to this.

      “Butcher.” I said his name softly, too soft for him to hear.

      I swallowed as I watched him continue to fight. Not fight—destroy the other man.

      “Butcher!” I yelled out his name, louder, clear. Fierce.

      And I watched as his body went tight. Ramrod-straight.

      I didn’t know what was about to happen, but for the first time in my life, I felt… safe.
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      I hadn’t seen her at first, hadn’t seen that fucker either. But I heard them, heard the sound of her body hitting something, the gasp of her surprise, of her fear.

      Rage had risen up in me, bubbling in the pit of my stomach so all I saw was red, all I felt was violence.

      It had only taken me a few seconds to find them, to see the blood on her face from his clear aggression. He’d had her pressed to the wall, his body against hers, his face by her neck.

      Everything happened in slow motion as I went to him, as I pulled that fucker away from Poppy and just started wailing on him.

      And right now, I saw nothing but red. I didn’t feel anything but violent delight.

      Bone hitting bone.

      Warm, sticky blood covered my knuckles and chest, splattering against my face. It was only when I heard her voice calling my name that I finally stopped, was finally able to stumble back.

      I looked down at his still body, his face looking like raw meat, his chest rising and falling.

      He was still alive. Lucky bastard.

      I could feel his blood covering me, but I was used to this war paint. I welcomed it. And when I glanced over at where Poppy stood, seeing her wide-eyed expression, the shock, horror, and about a million other different emotions running across her face, something in me switched. It was like a light going off and on.

      Off and on.

      Dark and light.

      I found myself stumbling toward her, feeling drunk although I wasn’t. The adrenaline was rushing through my body addictively, swiftly. It was like a high, this rush of being alive. She didn’t move, her back still pressed to the brick wall, her hands curled into tight little fists in front of her.

      She was afraid; I could tell. I could practically smell it coming off her in waves. But she didn’t run from me.

      I was now just a couple feet from her. I let my gaze travel over her face, the side of her cheek all scraped up and bruised, the blood starting to dry around her jaw.

      I didn’t know what had gotten into me, why I’d gone so fucking insane. I’d never gotten violent like this before.

      Never like this.

      “You’re hurt,” I said, more to myself than to her. She still hadn’t moved, and as I lifted my hand, I was pleased, so fucking pleased, that she didn’t shy away, didn’t wince.

      I ran the tips of my fingers along the edge of her wound, and the small sound that escaped her lips had me holding my breath, had my heart jackhammering in my chest, and had every possessive instinct in me rising.

      “I’m fine,” she finally said, and I pulled my hand away, curling my fingers into my palm.

      I shook my head. “You’re coming to the clubhouse. I’ll have our doctor look at you.” I had her hand in mine as I pulled her toward my SUV. But she resisted.

      “No. I’m fine.”

      I stopped and looked over my shoulder at her.

      She pulled her hand from mine, and instantly I felt this coldness slam into me. I could tell she was strong. She was a fighter. And I knew she wouldn’t budge on this, and forcing my hand would only push her further away.

      And that I wouldn’t do.

      I wasn’t used to not getting my way. No one dared deny me, not unless they had a death wish.

      “Okay,” I said and tipped my chin toward the bar. “I’ll have the doctor come here.” I let resolve cover my face. “But I won’t take no for an answer on this, Poppy.” Her eyes widened, and I could tell she was surprised I knew her name. “Okay?” Although I’d posed it like a question, the truth was, I wasn’t asking. I was telling, but with Poppy, I felt this softening toward her. This weakness.

      And that was fucking dangerous.

      Finally, she nodded slowly, and I took her hand in mine once more. It was warm and soft. Feminine.

      I led her through the back door of the bar, and all the while I was very aware of the scent of her, the feel of her. She smelled so fucking good, like something sweet, spun sugar maybe. The stink of the bar didn’t penetrate her, didn’t surround her.

      I passed Richie on the way back, and he knew better than to ask any questions. He knew to look down, not make eye contact, and to mind his own fucking business.

      When I was in the storage room, I shut the door and reached for my cell, dialing our resident doctor’s number. He answered on the first ring.

      “I need you at Richie’s bar.”

      All he said was he’d be right there. No questions. No arguments. No hesitation.

      I ended the call and looked at Poppy but didn’t put my cell away. She moved back several feet, her gaze on me, her wound looking even worse under the harsh light of the fluorescent bulb above. I felt my anger grow tenfold. I wanted to go back out there and beat the fuck out of that asshole again and again and again.

      I dialed up Stix and put the cell to my ear, waiting for the call to connect.

      “Yo.” Stix’s voice was clear, like crystal. He didn’t drink. Never. It was why I called him when there was an issue, because there would be no mistakes, no alcohol clouding judgment and inhibitions.

      “I have a cleanup at Richie’s.”

      “Alive?” Stix asked.

      “Still breathing. Unfortunately.” I kept my gaze locked on Poppy.

      “Bastard got that golden ticket, eh?”

      “Yeah, it was his lucky fucking day.”

      I listened to Stix let me know when he’d be there and who’d be showing up.

      “Fucker is unconscious, so have him wake up in the middle of fucking nowhere. Make sure that bastard can’t find his way back to town.”

      “You got it, Prez.”

      “And be quick.” I ended the call and shoved the cell into my pocket, standing there for a moment just watching her, trying to read her. I was a pretty good judge of character.

      She was afraid, that was clear, and in pain, but she wasn’t showing it outwardly; at least she didn’t think she was. I had to admit—she was hiding it pretty damn well. “Why don’t you have a seat? It looks like you got hit in the head pretty damn hard.” I kept the growl out of my voice. The asshole had clearly pushed her up against that brick wall really fucking hard for her face to be scraped up, bloody, and bruised like that.

      I saw her throat work as she swallowed. She looked behind her to the stack of boxes before sitting down. She looked so small and innocent.

      Too young.

      It was really hard to stop once I started in with a fight. But when I’d heard Poppy’s voice, she’d been like this tether that had everything in me freezing. She’d been this light in the darkness.

      Don’t get me wrong; I wasn’t a good man. I never would be. Even having her by my side wouldn’t have me spouting off poetry and drinking coffee while reading the Sunday paper like a good law-abiding citizen.

      But she made things… better.

      I was fucking losing my mind already with this woman.

      My blood was pumping through my veins, aggression still a heady entity inside me. I started pacing, feeling like a caged lion in the small room. I knew the doc would be here soon enough, but as the seconds turned into minutes, I felt like I was going to lose my fucking mind.

      I leaned against the wall and crossed my arms over my chest. I was trying not to be intimidating, but I could tell she could see I was on edge. Hell, I felt it pouring from me and filling this room.

      It was only twenty minutes we were in there, both of us silent, but it felt like a fucking lifetime. I wanted to say a hell of a lot, knew she probably did too. She’d seen me at a dark moment in my life, where the real me came through and refused to back down. But that might be a good thing. It might be best we got the gritty shit out of the way.

      I heard footsteps approaching and pushed myself away from the wall to open the door. Eric “Doc” McKenzie stood on the other side with his medical bag slung over his shoulder, his glasses perched on the bridge of his nose, and his short blond hair messy. He was young, as doctors went, but the fact that he’d lost his license for opioid and prescription abuse worked out to the MC’s advantage.

      Now he was the resident MC physician, patching up our members and having connections to meds and scripts. And it worked out good. Real good.

      I didn’t say anything, just stepped to the side as he focused on Poppy, who sat across the room.

      “Shit,” he muttered under his breath and glanced at me.

      I could see speculation on his face, wondering if I was the one who’d roughed her up. I clenched my teeth and made a low, dangerous growl, daring him to say something, to accuse me. But he was smart, kept his eyes to the ground, and walked over to her. He crouched down on his haunches and set his bag beside him.

      “Hey there,” he said softly and lifted his hand slowly, as if he were afraid she’d dart off.

      She sat up straighter, pulled her shoulders back, and leveled him with a stoic expression.

      Atta girl.

      “I’m Eric and I won’t hurt you,” Doc said.

      She looked between me and the doctor, and then at him once more. “I tried to tell him I was fine. It’s just a scrape.”

      Doc made a deep sound in his throat and shook his head. He grabbed his bag and opened it up, pulling out supplies. Antiseptic, cream, and bandages, and finally a little bottle of pills.

      “Nevertheless, it looks nasty, and I need to make sure you don’t have a concussion, depending on how hard you got knocked around.”

      She shook her head slowly. “It wasn’t hard. The brick just scraped me up.”

      “I can tell,” Doc said softly and doused a piece of gauze with what I assumed was peroxide. “Is this okay?”

      I had my focus on Poppy the entire time, and when she looked at me from under her lashes, I felt my heart jerk in my chest.

      She licked her lips and looked back at Doc. “Yes. That’s fine.”

      For the next ten minutes, everyone was quiet as Doc worked on her. He cleaned up the scrapes, added some ointment, and put a bandage on the nastier part of the cut. Then he went through the process of seeing if she had a concussion. Shining a pin light in her eyes, asking her questions, the whole nine yards.

      He packed up his stuff and stood, holding out a little brown bottle to her. “This is some pain medication. You can take it or don’t. But you’re going to be sore for the next few days.”

      She shook her head and looked up at him. “I don’t need it. I’m fine.”

      He nodded once and put the pills in his bag before turning and looking at me. “She’ll be fine. No concussion, and the cuts are only superficial.”

      I made a gruff sound in the back of my throat and opened the door for Doc. And then we were left alone again, and all I wanted to do was go over to her and pull her into my arms, to make sure she was truly okay.

      How fucking insane was this? I’d only met the girl just hours before, and already I felt this proprietary need to protect her.

      She stood and I straightened, feeling tension in my shoulders, my spine like a steel pole up the center of my back.

      “Thank you.”

      I didn’t know what to say. Saying “you’re welcome” was foreign to me. I didn’t do pleasantries. That’s how much of a hardened bastard I was.

      “Thank you for having your doctor look at me. But seriously, I’m fine.” She cleared her throat and looked away, and I could see she was nervous. I wanted to tell her she had nothing to be anxious about with me.

      I nodded, although I wanted to say a hell of a lot more. But I wasn’t an idiot. She was freaked out, and if I pushed too hard, she’d run. So I stepped aside and opened the door, giving her a wide berth so she could leave, so she didn’t feel trapped.

      She stood there for a second and looked at me, her throat working again as she swallowed. I could see how hard and fast her pulse was beating right below her ear. Her pupils were dilated, and I felt my anger continue to grow as I looked at her wounds again. It pissed me the fuck off and all I wanted to do was finish what I’d started out there with that asshole.

      I wasn’t a stranger to killing a man, but I didn’t do it unjustly. If they crossed me, betrayed me, or if they hurt the ones I cared about… then all bets were off.

      And even though I’d only met Poppy hours before, when I’d first seen her, I knew she’d be mine. Therefore, she was under my protection. That meant I’d do whatever was in my power to make sure she was safe, to let her know she would never have to be worried or feel fear.

      Possessive? Irrational? Fucking insane? Yeah, I was all those things. But that’s who I was. And I’d be like that until the day I died.
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        Poppy

      

      

      I was home ten minutes after leaving the bar, and I was exhausted, not because I’d worked especially hard, but because of the events after the fact.

      All I could keep thinking about was Butcher beating the living hell out of that man. And even though it was a darkened alley with the muted yellow light washing over the dirty asphalt, I’d seen all the blood, like spilled ink across his face and on the ground.

      And his face… God, the drunk’s face had been swollen and a mess, wrecked and distorted.

      I tossed my purse onto the Formica breakfast counter, kicked my shoes off, and leaned against the door. I closed my eyes, exhaling slowly, my entire body aching. The side of my face hurt, the feeling of the blood rushing beneath the surface causing this warm, thumping sensation below the wound.

      I pushed away from the door and made my way down the short hallway and into the bathroom. After I turned on the light, the flickering glow filled up the small interior a second before it stayed steady. This apartment was a piece of shit, but the rent was cheap, the landlord happy to get paid under the table—which meant no paperwork. With my current situation, what more could I ask for?

      I’d deal with filth to stay safe.

      So I lived in a severely archaic one-bedroom hovel with outdated decor and appliances, my neighborhood sketchy, and with the occasional sound of gunshots in the distance. Why? Because all that meant was I was even more hidden.

      I turned and faced my reflection, the girl staring back at me definitely having seen better days, but then again, this wasn’t the worst I’ve ever experienced. Having a drug addict for a mother meant she brought questionable men to the house. And when they drank too much, they got a little too grabby, a little too violent with her. With me. I had my fair share of bruises because of her drunken, cracked-out boyfriends.

      But I learned early on to fight back, because when you fight back, they knew you weren’t weak, weren’t a victim. But Henry… Henry was different. Henry was dangerous. And it’s why I ran. Because I knew if I stayed, not only would he take what he wanted from me; he might very well kill me for having the strength to fight back.

      I pushed away from the sink and walked over to the bathtub, turning on the water and holding my hand under the spray for a suspended moment. I felt it go from cold to warm, and finally to hot.

      This was my happy place... sitting in a bathtub with nearly unbearably hot water, letting my arms and legs just float. I’d pretend I was weightless, that nothing else mattered.

      And it didn’t in those moments.

      After putting the stopper in the tub and watching it fill up for a moment, I made my way into the bedroom to grab a change of clothes. The flash of headlights moved in through the window, making it almost seem daylight in my room for a few seconds. I walked over to the window and stared out, the shitty little neighborhood I lived in no stranger to crackheads and prostitutes on the corner of the streets.

      I thought about Butcher and what he’d done tonight, how he’d looked. He’d been protecting me, albeit in a very violent, savage way. I should fear him, but I didn’t. Watching him kick that guy’s ass made me feel one thing.

      Safe.

      I pulled my thoughts back to the present. A few old, rusted, and probably barely running cars sat by the curbs, scattered around, but one had me straightening. One vehicle looked severely out of place.

      A shiny, very expensive SUV was across the street and a little ways down. The lights were off, the windows too dark from being tinted for me to make out if someone was inside. Could be a drug dealer. That’s what I told myself anyway. But because I was running, hiding, I never brushed anything off to coincidence, to happenstance.

      But if it were Henry, he’d already be in here. So I felt myself relax, told myself that I was only this jittery because of what happened tonight.

      I turned away from the window and went back into the bathroom, about to let myself be weightless and forget about all the shit I let into my life.
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        Butcher
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      I stared at her apartment complex. I’d been sitting here for the past twenty minutes. I wanted to drive her home, to make sure she was safe. I even asked her, but didn’t push when she declined. Although I sure as hell wanted to push. But I knew asking her, demanding it, would only drive her further away. So I let her walk home, but I followed, knowing she hadn’t realized.

      And then I saw her at the window, looking at the shitty neighborhood then focusing on my SUV. She couldn’t see me, not with the illegally tinted windows. But Poppy wasn’t stupid. She knew my vehicle was out of place for this area.

      And then she walked away, probably dismissing it as nothing more than some shady shit going down, maybe a drug dealer.

      I opened up my cell and dialed the club. Diesel was the one who answered, but by the slurred tone of his voice, I knew he was too far gone to do the task I wanted him to.

      “Put Reaper on the phone.” I could hear the music pumping on the other end of the line, the club girls giggling, moans and groans following. Reaper was on the line a second later.

      “Yo,” he said in his husky voice, the slight pitch of his Russian accent coming through even though he’d been living in America for a few decades.

      “I need you to watch a house for me.” I gave him her address and then disconnected the call.

      I’d stay here until he arrived, until I knew she was watched and protected, especially in this neighborhood… especially with the secrets I knew she had.

      I could tell by looking at her, at the way she moved, the way she acted, she had darkness in her. Hell, we all had secrets and darkness and pain, but I was good at reading people, finding out about those dark places we didn’t want anyone to see.

      I’d find hers out. It didn’t matter what she was hiding, because I’d already decided she’d be mine. But making her mine meant finding out everything about her.

      That meant stalking her.
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        Poppy

      

      

      I stared at myself in the mirror before I finally said screw it and shut the light off. After grabbing my bag, I left my apartment and made my way downstairs toward the entrance. The front door slammed shut behind me, the sound of metal against metal loud, a violent shot like a bullet from a gun.

      I made my way down the cracked, worn sidewalk. The heavy sound of the bass on a stereo resounded, and the playful scream of kids in the distance filled my ears. I could hear a fight breaking out between a man and a woman close by, their cursing seeming to echo off the tall buildings. The smell of filth and exhaust surrounded me like this thick, lead blanket that was suffocating.

      And already I was used to it. It was just like home.

      Shitty cars sat on either side of the sidewalks, but I stopped when I saw a much too nice SUV again parked a few yards away. Was it the same one from last night? A different one? Maybe it was the same one, having stayed the night?

      My heart was racing, my hands slightly shaking. I wasn’t a stranger to fear, and that adrenaline pumping through my veins… that was what fear felt like inside you.

      A part of me wanted to go past it and leave or to walk the other direction, and I did just that. I started making my way to the bar, but not more than a minute later, when I looked over my shoulder, I saw that SUV following me.

      My pulse was painfully fast now, and beads of sweat started to dot my flesh.

      I would not let fear dictate my life.

      I would not let the unknown make me a victim.

      So I stopped and turned around, and I found myself taking steps toward the vehicle, closer and closer. It was stopped once more, like this ominous presence. And the windows, God, the windows were so dark I couldn’t see inside.

      But before I could get to it, the car pulled away from the curb. I stood there in the middle of the road, watching as it drove by me, away from me. But I felt whoever was in the driver seat watching me. I felt their focus on me, even if I couldn’t see them.

      No, this wasn’t a coincidence. This was someone watching me. But who? If it were Henry, then he wouldn’t be waiting. He wouldn’t be just sitting there watching me.

      He’d act.

      He’d have broken into my apartment last night and did whatever it was he was going to do. He wasn’t a man of patience.

      I didn’t know how long I stood in the middle of the street, staring after the SUV as it disappeared around the corner. I stood there wondering what I was going to do.

      Should I run? Should I leave and start anew somewhere else? I didn’t know what to do, even though leaving was the smart, safe choice. I swallowed roughly, wondering if getting help was what I needed to do. Help from men who were far more dangerous than Henry. Men who did far worse things than that bastard.

      Because I couldn’t run forever. I couldn’t hide forever.

      So maybe I should seek that out, ask a certain hardened MC member for the help I desperately needed. Because I couldn’t afford to keep running, to have a job for a week and jump to the next town. I hadn’t saved enough, didn’t have much of anything but the rent I put down on that shitty little apartment, the under-the-table, cheap-as-dirt amount that let me survive and have a roof over my head. I was already running low on the money I’d stolen from Henry, and until I got paid a few times from the bar, I was up shit creek without a paddle.

      Maybe I was crossing the line, getting myself in way more trouble than I already was. Maybe asking Butcher for help was digging my own grave. But he’d saved me in that alley, would have probably killed that man if I hadn’t stopped it. That had to mean something, right?

      Right?
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        Butcher
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      I’d stayed all night, watching her apartment, staring at her bedroom window as I waited for the light to finally turn off. And when it finally had, when she’d gone to bed, I found myself getting out of my SUV and heading to the apartment complex. I stood right below her bedroom window, wishing I could look inside, wanting to see her sleep, watch the rise and fall of her chest as she wasn’t worrying about anything.

      Then I’d gone to the entrance. I didn’t even need to jimmy the fucking lock, not when the front door was barely hanging on as it was. I’d already known what apartment was hers, had gone to her door, just stood there, closing my eyes and picturing going in there and pulling the blanket off of her, seeing the material sliding from her sweet, tight little body.

      But reality had slammed into me as I looked around, saw how shitty her surroundings were, where and how she lived. I’d watch her better than anyone else could. I’d keep a closer eye on her.

      These fucking locks wouldn’t keep her safe, but I sure as hell would.

      Fuck, I had it bad for her.

      And then I’d gone back to my SUV and stayed there the rest of the night.

      I knew she’d figure out she wasn’t alone eventually, but depending on how fast she realized that would tell me exactly what kind of secret I was dealing with where she was concerned.

      It would tell me a lot until Shyne, the patch I’d dispatched to find out information on her, got back to me.

      And she noticed me pretty fucking fast.

      She was on the run. She was nervous she’d be found. That’s why she clocked me as fast as she did. That’s why she was brave enough to approach my SUV.

      She didn’t know the lengths I’d go to find out who she was, where she was from. Because I’d already deemed her mine. I already made the decision that I wouldn’t let her go. No matter what she was running from, no matter what she was hiding, Poppy was already mine.

      So I drove off, left her standing in the middle of the street on her way to work wondering who I was, what I was doing watching her. And when the time came, which would be sooner rather than later, I’d let Poppy know my intentions.

      I’d show them to her.
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        Butcher

      

      

      I pulled the SUV to a stop in front of the gates of the MC compound. Two prospects came to the gate, knowing it was me, and opened it immediately. I drove the vehicle up to the building, parked in the lot beside the MC, and cut the engine.

      For a minute, I just sat there, hearing the sound of bass coming from the garage off to the side, hearing the shouts of the men talking to each other. I needed to get with Shyne and see what he found. He hadn’t contacted me yet, so I assumed he had nothing, but I was too impatient.

      I needed to know what I was dealing with where she was concerned. I needed to know how to make things good for her so she didn’t feel like she had to run. That she didn’t have to hide.

      I needed her to know that with me she’d be safe. That I would protect her with my life.

      I climbed out of the vehicle and made my way toward the front of the club. The bay doors of the garage were open, but the structure was a good distance from the compound. I could make out a few of the guys, trucks being worked on, a couple of motorcycles parked outside. Heavy rock poured from the speakers, loud enough that I could hear the words.

      I shoved my hands in the front pockets of my jeans, walking forward. The front door opened and a club girl came out, her clothes in disarray and that “just fucked” look on her face. Her hair was a rat’s nest around her head, and her red lipstick was slightly smeared along her cheek. Her eyes were glossy, her gait unsteady. It was fucked up—drunk or high, hell, maybe both.

      One of the prospects followed her out, holding the door open so I could enter. I looked over my shoulder at him. He brought his hand down on the woman’s ass, the sound of his palm connecting with the cheek making a squeal of delight come from her.

      She looked over at the prospect and grinned, a little bit of that smeared lipstick on her front tooth. She was a hot mess, but she probably fucked that prospect like a thoroughbred horse who’d just won the race.

      And that’s what the girls who hung around at the club were good for—fucking the MC boys and helping them find that release and unwind. Typically, they didn’t want anything more than that, just to be associated with us, just to say they had a cock from The Devil’s Right Hand MC. But there had been a couple on occasion throughout the years who thought they could be more than just a piece of ass. They thought they could be an old lady, tied to one specific member of the club and essentially be their wife.

      But a lot of the guys in the MC had hard, long lives. Even with some of the young members, they’d seen a hell of a lot more than they should have. And because of that, they were skeptical, didn’t allow themselves to fall in love. They didn’t allow themselves to be with women for more than a night at a time.

      And me? I, on the other hand, hadn’t been with a woman in longer than I cared to even admit. With work, running the business, and keeping track of our legal and illegal dealings, my focus and priority had been on everything else aside from female companionship.

      Besides, I wasn’t a club whore kind of guy. I didn’t like that shit. Never had. Never would.

      But then I saw Poppy and something in me changed, like this light switch going on, like this room filling up with an iridescent glow shining on the darkness that had always been my life. I couldn’t even pinpoint what exactly it was about her that drew me in, but what I did know was it felt real. It felt right.

      And so my goal, my mission, was to make her mine, to watch her, find out about her. She worked damn near seven days a week, second shift until closing. She walked to and from that shitty bar job. She had no vehicle, not that I’d seen, and up until now, I realized she was a runner, afraid of something or someone.

      And I wanted to show her—prove to her—that whoever had hurt her, whoever had made her feel like she wasn’t safe, like she couldn’t have a home and be rooted, would feel my fucking wrath.

      That was a damn promise.

      I made my way to the back where I knew Shyne was.

      I could hear the low, steady bump of music coming from the back office, the door partially opened. I placed my hand on the smooth, cold wood and pushed it inward. Shyne sat behind the desk, the laptop open in front of him, his phone sitting beside him, the music coming out of it. He had his baseball cap on backward, scruff covering his jaw, his unearthly blue eyes focused on the screen.

      I leaned my shoulder against the doorframe and crossed my arms over my chest, just watching him, seeing him in his element. He was the clubhouse tech genius, our resident hacker.

      With a little bit a time and patience, Shyne could get into any system or database on the net. He was a fucking genius.

      “I found some shit on your girl,” he finally said, leaning back in his chair and looking up at me.

      I wasn’t surprised he’d known I was here, sensed me. All the members of the club had this sixth fucking sense. It was what made us dangerous.

      Well, one of the reasons.

      He adjusted the baseball cap on his head, taking it off for a minute and running his hand over his scalp, his short dark hair becoming messy before he put the cap back on.

      “Yeah? Whatchu got?”

      He cleared his throat and leaned forward, the leather chair creaking from the movement.

      “Well, she gave Richie a fake name and Social Security number.” He glanced up at me, but I gave no outward reaction.

      “I figured as much. But you found out who she is, I assume?”

      The look Shyne gave me was akin to “who do you think you’re fucking talking to?”

      I smirked, because there wasn’t anything he couldn’t find.

      He started tapping away on the keyboard, the light from the computer washing over his face, lighting it up. And then he turned the laptop around so I could see it.

      “I compiled everything I found—where she’s from, how old she is, right down to if she has a fucking library card.”

      I walked up to the desk and sat down in the chair in front of it, pulling the computer toward me and scanning the files he’d pulled up on her.

      Barely even legal.

      Last name and Social made up.

      And when I saw she originally came from a shitty little trailer park several hundred miles over, I wondered who she was running from.

      As if Shyne read my mind, he pulled the laptop back and started typing, presumably to pull up more information on her. He pushed the computer back toward me a few seconds later, and I looked at it, seeing the image of a man… his mug shot.

      Henry Baldwin.

      Forty-five years old.

      Convicted of arson, armed robbery, abduction, and sexual assault.

      I felt my nails digging into my palms, my anger rushing through me. “Who is this fucker?” He was obviously connected to Poppy, or Shyne wouldn’t have brought the information up.

      “From what I gathered on him, a real lowlife, piece-of-shit motherfucker who has ties to some petty drug rings and local gangs in his area.”

      I looked up from the computer to stare at Shyne. “Anything we’d need backup for dealing with?”

      Shyne grinned slowly. “Fuck no, Butcher. Henry Boy and his connections aren’t anything you should be worried about.”

      I grunted and nodded once. “What’s his connection with her?” That motherfucker better pray one of those sexual convictions didn’t concern my girl.

      “Looks like he was fucking her mom and supplying dope to her.”

      I cleared my throat and tried not to let my rage bubble over.

      “I’m not sure what the rest of the connection is with the girl, but I can assume.”

      I ground my teeth.

      “She bought a bus ticket with cash, and the place she’s holed up in is dealing with her rent under the table, obviously cash only.”

      I scratched my jaw, thinking all this over.

      “She has a part-time job, not even one she’s had for a while. And she hasn’t gotten paid from Richie yet, so—”

      “She stole money from him,” I finished his thought and stared into Shyne’s eyes, and he nodded once.

      “That was my assumption too. But I can put some feelers out in her hometown and find out for sure.”

      I shook my head. “Nah. No need. Doesn’t fucking matter if this guy wants to be trouble. I’ll deal with it.”

      “We got your back, Prez.”

      I grunted in approval.

      I stared at the computer screen, knowing this asshole was going to be a problem. He wouldn’t give up, not with the knowledge he was used to getting what he wanted, that the circles he ran in probably called him boss. It didn’t matter, because I’d crush him. My fucking MC would destroy him.

      He clearly thought he had some kind of power or claim over Poppy.

      But what he didn’t know was I was one evil motherfucker when it came to being proprietary, and that possession was all for Poppy. If he wanted to go up against me, trying to take something from me that I wanted, deemed as mine, there would be one outcome.

      Him in the fucking ground.
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            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Poppy

      

      

      “Thanks again for the help, Richie,” I said and lifted my hand to wave goodbye. I had a pocketful of decent tips, which made up for the fact that my feet were killing me, my lower back aching, and I had a tension headache.

      But it was nothing a hot bubble bath couldn’t cure.

      I closed the door behind me, all the drunks straggling behind from last call. One of them had his arm propped up on the wall as he threw up, and another one was all but having sex with a skanky-looking broad up against a truck.

      Just another night at the bar.

      I reached in my purse before I moved away from the bar, just double checking I still had my pistol. It had been my mother’s, one she kept under the bed, one she didn’t even keep loaded. Hell, she kept the box of bullets right beside it. Not like she would’ve known how to use the damn thing anyway, because she was wasted out of her mind every single night.

      Maybe I should’ve left it with her. Maybe she was the one who really needed it. 

      None of that mattered anyway. She hadn’t given two shits about me when I lived with her, so I shouldn’t care about what was going on in her life now or if she was okay.

      Part of me wanted to check up on her, call her and see if she was all right. She was my mother, after all, even if the only thing she ever did that classified her as a mom was give birth to me.

      But it wasn’t like she’d be coherent enough to actually talk to me. She was out of her mind, high most days, sleeping her life away in that shitty little trailer we called home. The money she’d gotten from disability and government assistance checks helped pay for her nasty habit, inflamed it like gasoline to an open fire.

      Growing up, I’d have to scour for food and money, loose change between the torn and stained tweed couch cushions, praying I found a dollar to buy a hamburger from the fast food restaurant down the street.

      When I was old enough, I’d gotten a part-time job. That had helped pay for my food, and it was then, as I stared at my measly little check, that I knew my life was truly fucked up. Of course, I’d known already, but seeing what I’d earned, knowing I had to use it to eat, to buy clean underwear and socks, told me how shitty my mother really was.

      And it was depressing. It was life-sucking. It also made me stronger and turned me into the woman I was today.

      I felt the gun move across my fingers, the smooth, cold, and hard metal giving me relief, confidence.

      As I walked home, I let my mind focus, the cool breeze blowing over me, chillier than normal for this time of year. But I welcomed it. I was tired of the muggy, sweltering heat that lingered after the sun had set.

      The sound of my shoes hitting the pavement was what I focused on. I didn’t pay attention to the car horn honking, music blaring in the distance, or people talking behind me who lingered around the bar.

      I rounded the corner and continued to make my way toward the apartment complex. I still had my hand in my purse, my fingers wrapped around the grip of the gun, the feel of it in my palm giving me strength and calming me slightly.

      I’d been walking for about five minutes, halfway to my destination, when that prickling sensation started on the back of my neck and moved toward my limbs. I didn’t stop but slowed considerably, keeping my gaze ahead of me and scanning my surroundings.

      Maybe I should have increased my pace. Ran.

      But I didn’t want to be the prey who sensed the predator and tried to escape.

      I didn’t want to be that person in life.

      I knew the danger was behind me. Felt it lick over my skin.

      Over the past few days, I’d been feeling more on edge, and it didn’t help realizing I was being followed, that the dark SUV was at the forefront of my mind. That was why I was anxious.

      The thought that he found me, that I should run, hide... fight back.

      I made sure to scan my surroundings before leaving anywhere. But I thought they’d either given up or they were being stealthier, because I wasn’t seeing that SUV anymore. Of course, anymore meant the last couple days.

      And then I heard the vehicle behind me, slow and steady. I did stop then, ready to end this once and for all. Ready to confront the person who was making my life even more stressful.

      My anger overrode my fear, confusion, and worry. I tightened my hold on the gun even harder, took a step forward, and another one. The vehicle stopped, the headlights shining right on me.

      There was no one else around, the neighborhood I was in shady, shifty. No one would think twice if they heard me fire off a shot. And maybe that was best.

      And so I pulled that gun out and pointed it at the vehicle, my heart racing so hard and fast I could feel it in my throat, hear it in my ears.

      I swear I could feel it rushing through my body. The fight or flight instinct was riding me hard right now, survival mode telling me to just leave, to run. To hide.

      But I couldn’t run forever. I had to face my problems. I had to know who was following me, watching me, but I wasn’t going to surrender. I wasn’t going to submit. And so I took a step closer, and another, and another. And then I was almost to the driver side door, the windows so dark I couldn’t see anything. But I know whoever was sitting there watched me, was staring right at me.

      I felt their eyes on me, their intensity. I felt my fear down to the very marrow in my bones.

      And then the driver side window started to roll down and everything in me froze, tensed. I stopped breathing, and I swear my heart stopped beating. My hand was shaking as I moved back a step and then to the side, getting a better look inside the car. My heart jumped into my throat when I saw who sat in the seat, who watched me, shadows playing around his body, the light from the dashboard giving him an almost ominous appearance.

      Butcher.

      Although I felt relief, felt myself actually start to lower my hand, I shook my head slowly but felt myself tense even more. I knew I should have feared him, but… I didn’t. I pointed that gun right at him, focused, and wiped the emotion off my face as best as I could. I narrowed my eyes, needing him to see I would not back down.

      “Do you even know how to use that thing, girl?” His voice was so deep and husky, sending vibrations through me.

      “Want to find out?” My voice was steady and calm... dripping with venom.

      He smirked. “You’re a fierce little thing, aren’t you?”

      I narrowed my eyes, refusing to let the pitch and tone of his voice do wicked things to my body.

      “Do you normally stalk women in the middle of the night?” My voice did shake then, but I couldn’t help it. That fear of the unknown mixed with my excitement at seeing Butcher.

      He was silent for long moments, and I wondered if he was thinking about his answer, trying to make up a story. And although I hadn’t known this man for very long, I knew, just knew he wasn’t the type to lie.

      He probably called things like they were, the cold, hard truth with no apologies or fucks given.

      “If it means protecting you, then yeah, I’ll stalk the fuck out of you, Poppy.”

      I felt my heart jump into my throat and found myself lowering the gun, even though I probably should’ve kept it pointed right at him. Even though he’d been following me, watching me, probably had dug up information on me.

      The gun was pressed to the side of my thigh now, my fingers still tightly wrapped around it. “Why are you following me?” Maybe I should’ve kept my mouth shut or turned around and kept moving, but I needed to know.

      I needed to know what I was up against.

      “Why don’t you get in the SUV and I’ll drive you the rest of the way home?”

      I lifted an eyebrow. “Are you fucking serious?”

      He laughed softly and shook his head, focusing on the road in front of him. A car drove past Butcher’s vehicle, slowed, looking inside. I could see the dazed look of the driver, probably high or drunk. His piece-of-shit car rattled, probably a loose muffler ready to fall off.

      But then I saw the realization on the man’s face, saw when he recognized it was Butcher. His eyes widened as he straightened and looked forward, his throat working as he swallowed.

      And then he hauled ass out of there.

      Then it was just us again.

      I stared at Butcher. He stared at me.

      Nothing was said, but the tension was high, the emotion electric.

      “I can walk myself home.” I put the gun back in my bag and exhaled. “And stop fucking stalking me.” I wanted to tell him I’d call the cops if it kept up, but then again, he and I both knew I wouldn’t. I’d be lying.

      He didn’t say anything, so I turned around and just left, starting to walk to my place. I looked over my shoulder and watched him, pleased he seemed to be listening, that he wasn’t advancing in his vehicle.

      And despite the fact that I was glad about this, happy he clearly saw some power in me, a part of me sensed that safeness I’d felt with him start to go away the farther I moved from him.

      It confused me, but most of all, I was afraid of those feelings.
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      I watched her leave, walk away from me. I didn’t know if Poppy thought I’d give up, listen to her when she told me not to follow her. She didn’t know me very well.

      However, she would.

      She disappeared down the road, and I drove forward slowly. I circled the block so she couldn’t see me following her… stalking her. But I did it all for her.

      I pulled the SUV down one of the alleys right across from her complex, turned the vehicle off, and sat there, watching her building, making sure no degenerate or druggies or motherfuckers got to close. A moment later I saw a light go on, knew it was her bedroom. Hell, I knew the fucking layout of her apartment from when Shyne looked her up for me.

      She didn’t have any proper blinds, and I didn’t fucking like the fact any asshole could see right through. I rested my head back on the seat and closed my eyes for a moment, running my hand over my jaw, knowing I was using a hell of a lot of self-control not to go to her right now.

      I opened my eyes and looked at the apartment complex once more, sat up straighter as I saw a man open the front door and walk inside. It could have been a resident, but the hair on the back of my neck stood on end. My gut told me this wasn’t right, so without thinking, I got out of the car and headed to where Poppy was.

      I had to make sure she was okay.
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            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Poppy

      

      

      I leaned back against the front door, my eyes closed, and reached out without looking to put the deadbolt in place. I rested my head back on the dented, paint-chipped metal, and just breathed.

      In.

      Out.

      In.

      Out.

      I didn’t notice Butcher following me after I told him not to, and I didn’t know what was wrong with me, why a part of me felt like it—I—should be okay with him doing it. It’s like I should be okay with him breaking the law and going around doing predator shit.

      But the truth was, when I looked at him, when I felt his gaze on me, remembered how he beat that guy, saved my life, all I could think about was if he wanted to hurt me, he could’ve. If he wanted to do something shady and dangerous, he could’ve by now.

      But could I really believe that he was following me to keep me safe? His actions in the alley spoke truth to that, but it didn’t mean I should trust him, right?

      I pushed away from the door and tossed my bag on the small armchair to my left. It was stained and old, here when I rented the place. In fact, all the furniture in the apartment had already been here when I moved in. So not only was I paying cheap-ass rent under the table, but the apartment had been furnished.

      Even though the furniture and appliances were old as dirt, barely even worked, and had a strange odor to them, it was better than what I had at the trailer.

      It was better than a lot of shit I had in this life.

      I went into the bathroom and ran the water, letting my hand move underneath the spray, feeling it turn from cold to warm to hot. After plugging up the tub and pouring in some cheap shampoo that was tripling as body wash as well as bubble bath, I removed my shirt and tossed it into the corner of the bathroom.

      I looked at myself in the mirror, my bra white and plain, nothing fancy. I had my fingers at the button of my jeans, popped it open, and was about to pull the zipper down, when I heard the sound of a floorboard creaking. The noise of the water filling up the tub drowned out a lot, but not that.

      Was it just my nerves—paranoia? Maybe I was on edge because of everything, and so hearing things was normal. But my heart was racing, this sixth sense telling me something wasn’t right.

      And dammit, my bag was on the chair in the living room, my gun inside.

      I walked backward toward the tub, reaching out to grab the handle and turn the water off. And then I stood there for a moment just listening. The lights were off aside from the one in the bathroom, and I couldn’t see or feel anything. Maybe it was all in my head. Maybe it was the neighbor. I felt my shoulders sag and turned around, even though I felt like maybe I wasn’t alone.

      It’s in my head. I’m paranoid.

      I turned back toward the bathtub, about to turn the water on once more, when I felt a breeze move over the back of my neck. I was just about to turn around when someone grabbed my nape, painfully digging their fingers into my flesh.

      My upper body was pushed forward, but I grabbed the edge of the tub, trying to stop them, staring wide-eyed at the half-filled porcelain, the steam from the water moving up toward my face. I cried out, yelled, shouted, but it wasn’t like anyone would help me even if they heard me. People in these parts kept to themselves, even if they heard a gun go off in the next apartment over.

      And then my head was submerged in the water, my hands slipping off the sides. The edge of the tub dug into my ribs, right under my breasts. I flailed around, water splashing everywhere, my hair sticking to the side of my face, making the choking, suffocating feeling intensify.

      Whoever held me under pulled me back up, their fingers still wrapped tightly around the back of my neck. That hand slid up my head, gripping my hair, tugging me back so my throat was arched and I gasped for breath.

      “You stupid fucking bitch.” His voice seethed with venom and rage. “Did you really think I wouldn’t find you? Did you think you could hide?” Henry chuckled sardonically. “You actually thought you could have an alias like some kind of fucking spy and hide from me?” He laughed again, this one dark and foreboding. He leaned in close and I felt his hot, humid breath move across my cheek. “Girl, I’m going to have so much fun with you tonight.”

      I could see him out the corner of my eye, could see the evil smile spread across his face.

      “I don’t even care about the money you stole from me.” A moment of silence passed. “Because I’m going to get that ten times over before I’m done with you.” He leaned in and tried to kiss my cheek, but I jerked my head to the side, successfully slamming my skull into his nose. He growled low. “And you know what?” he whispered, thrill and excitement in his voice. “Your junkie bitch of a mother died three days ago, overdosed on some shit she injected into her vein.”

      I hadn’t cried yet, but in that moment, even though my mother hadn’t been a good parent or supportive or hell... anything, I felt tears start to form.

      “Ah, thatta girl. Give me those tears. That’s what I’ve been waiting for.”

      “Fuck. You.”

      He grinned and puckered his lips at me right before he used force to push my head back under the water.

      I flailed, my shampoo bottle being flung into the bathtub, water continuing to splash all around me. He pulled my head up only for a second, allowing me to catch my breath before he plunged me back into the tub. My head smacked against the side of the porcelain hard enough that for a moment I was shocked, the pain and dizziness assaulting me to where I couldn’t even move.

      He pulled my head out, strands of wet hair stuck against my face, obscuring my view. I felt droplets move down my forehead, but then tasted the coppery flavor of blood.

      He pulled me back hard enough by my hair that I was flung against the bathroom wall, the back of my skull hitting the drywall. Pain exploded at the base and worked its way through my entire body. It claimed me, threatened to take me under. But I struggled to stay conscious, refusing to go under.

      He stood, towering over me, looking down, a smile on his face.

      I tried to stand up, but the dizziness and the pain in my head were too intense. He started chuckling then, crouched down on his haunches, and all I wanted to do was move away, that or kick him right in the balls.

      “You know,” he said slowly, precisely, as if he wanted me to really understand each word he spoke. “I watched your mother die.” His grin was slow, deliberate, and sadistic. “I probably could’ve saved her. Hell, I could’ve picked up the phone and called an ambulance.” He shook his head slowly, his expression sobering. “But despite what a shitty mother she was, I knew this little piece of information would really eat at you, dig into your very soul.” He was silent for a moment, just staring me in the eyes. “I was right, wasn’t I?”

      He could think whatever he wanted. It didn’t make a difference in the long run. Yes, I was shocked that my mother was dead, but she’d been dead to me for a very long time. She’d been neglectful, wasteful with the time we had. Drugs, random men, and booze had been what were important to her.

      And if I could have, I would have left long before now. But I wanted him to think he had the upper hand. I wanted him to think telling me this made me weaker, vulnerable. He didn’t know me very well. I was a fighter, had to be with how I’d grown up and lived.

      He stood then, reached behind the small of his back, and then produced a blade.

      A hunting knife.

      “I meant it when I said you and I are going to have some real fun time, Poppy.” He took a step toward me and I braced, knowing that no matter what happened, I would fight until the very end.

      I would not give him the satisfaction of knowing I surrendered in any capacity.

      “Nothing to say, girl?”

      I pursed my lips. “Fuck. You.”

      I watched, as if in slow motion, as he pulled his arm back. He was going to hit me.

      I tensed, prepared. But as I closed my eyes, as time seemed to stand still, I heard the sound of footsteps coming closer, heavy and loud. I heard the sound of Henry grunting, a body crashing against the wall right next to me. I curled into myself, my eyes still closed, the noise deafening, surrounding me.

      I heard a lot of noise, a lot of swearing and grunting, fists hitting flesh, and the scent of aggression filled the air. But still my eyes were closed. I couldn’t have opened them even if I wanted to.

      My heart was racing, painful and fast. And the noise left, going down the hallway, the fight getting farther away from me. I did open my eyes then, dizziness slamming into me, lights and flashes swimming in front of my vision. I found the strength to push away from the corner of the wall, to look around the door.

      I saw two bodies down the hallway, shadows shrouding them, the fight clear. One was Henry… the other was Butcher. I could see the fierceness on his face as the moonlight shone through the living room window. He looked collected and calm, but rage-filled and determined.

      I saw his fury. I felt it. It burned brightly, like a wildfire destroying everything in its path.

      And then in the blink of an eye, I saw Henry produce a gun, saw them scuffling right before it went off. Both men grunted, and I cried out, finally finding my voice, the strength to pull myself up filling me.

      I stumbled down the hallway, placing a hand on the wall beside me to steady myself. Butcher leaned back against the wall for just a second, his hand on his shoulder. I was focused on Henry. My anger burned brightly inside me, fueling me, giving me strength. He turned and looked at me for just a second before opening the front door and leaving, the sound of him running away filling my head.

      And then I got to Butcher, saw him standing as if he hadn’t just gotten shot. He had concentration written across his face as he looked at me to the door and back to me again.

      He wanted to go after Henry, and maybe he would have if I hadn’t fallen to my knees right then, holding my hand to my head as I felt more blood dripping down my temple.

      “Your shoulder,” I managed to wheeze out, the pain in my head sending nausea and dizziness through me.

      “A flesh wound,” he said. “I’m more concerned about you.” He was right by my side then. “You’re okay now. I got you.”

      His voice sounded distant.

      I wanted to stay conscious, but I knew it was futile. I felt those dark talons creeping around my vision, curling their long claws into my brain, squeezing until pain exploded behind my eyes and I finally gave in.
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        Poppy

      

      

      It was the pain that woke me up, a burning, heart-racing-induced agony that had consciousness slowly filling me. I didn’t open my eyes, but I could tell there was a light on, its orangey glow casting shadows behind my closed lids. I took stock of where I was, what I was feeling. Aside from the pain, I was on a bed, softness and warmth surrounding me. I could smell something masculine, cologne maybe. It enveloped me, calmed me.

      I could feel the tips of my hair brushing along my collarbones, the ends having dried already, tickling my flesh. The memory of why they were wet swam through my head like a broken record, bits being plucked out one by one.

      I opened my eyes then, blinking a few times past the harsh light. I realized it wasn’t bright at all but this dim glow coming from the corner. But it felt like the sun was in the room, and all that did was make the pain in my head intensify. I lifted my hand, groaning as I did it, and touched the side of my temple, right by my hairline. I felt something hard, dried blood maybe, right below the softness of what I assumed was a bandage.

      “Easy there.” The voice was deep and close, and I turned my head to the side slowly to see Butcher sitting in a chair in the corner by the light, his big body seeming to dwarf everything.

      For a moment, I was reminded of Alice in Wonderland, when she ate the little muffin and grew and grew and grew. Was I losing my mind to be thinking of something so strange at a time like this? I tried to push myself up but groaned at how sore I was. I thought about flailing around in the tub, my body banging against the porcelain. Made sense that I felt like I’d gotten run over by a cement truck.

      “Easy there, Poppy,” he repeated.

      I sat up and moved back, resting against the headboard as I looked at him, the concern in his voice sincere. He was standing now, his hand shoved into the front pockets of his jeans, the leather motorcycle club vest he wore having patches and embroidery on it, his MC and his title stitched into the upper corner.

      Devil’s Right Hand MC

      President.

      My heart was racing as I remembered everything that happened. “How long was I out?”

      He took a step toward me but then stopped, as if he changed his mind. “Just a couple hours.”

      My mouth was so dry it felt like I’d been chewing on cotton. As if he read my mind, he walked over to me and picked up a water bottle I hadn’t noticed that sat on the bedside table. He popped the cap and handed it to me, and I greedily sucked it down as soon as the edge of the top touched my lips.

      I could feel him watching me, but I didn’t make eye contact. I was confused and angry and hurt, not just physically but emotionally as well. I was drained mentally, tired of trying to survive. I just wanted to live, not have to worry about looking over my shoulder.

      I drank half the bottle and he took it from me, putting the cap back on and setting it on the bedside table once more. And then we stayed there for a moment not speaking, the thickness of the air in the room increasing. I had a lot of questions, but the thing that overrode all that was the fact that I felt safe.

      I felt safe with Butcher. I shifted slightly again and looked over at him now. He was towering over the bed but finally walked back to the chair, as if he knew to put a little bit of distance between us, as if I needed a little breathing room to get through this.

      “What happened after I passed out?” I remembered hitting the ground and then everything else went dark.

      He lifted his hand and ran it over the back of his head, his dark hair a little on the longer side, getting messed up as his fingers moved through the strands. “Not much.” He cleared his throat and leaned back in the chair, the wood creaking slightly. “I ended up carrying you out to my SUV and taking you to the clubhouse. I had Doc look you over. Thankfully, it’s nothing a little rest won’t cure.”

      In just a short amount of time, I had to meet the MC resident doctor twice. I didn’t know if that was a good or bad thing.

      “So I’m at your... clubhouse?”

      “Yeah. It’s the safest place for you to be while we work on bringing this fucker down.” The way he said that last part had my heart racing.

      It was said with so much venom, so much anger, that I actually felt it, as if it were icy fingers skating down my arms.

      I didn’t say anything for a moment, because I didn’t know what to say. But I forced myself to find my nerves, needing to know what was going to happen, how this would go down.

      “When you say ‘work on bringing this fucker down,’ what does that mean exactly?”

      He didn’t speak for long seconds, just stared at me from over in the corner, one of his elbows propped on the armrest of the chair, his hand curled into a fist as he rested his chin on his knuckles. He didn’t have to answer for me to know what he was talking about, but I wanted to hear him say it.

      This sick part of me wanted those words to move between us, for me to really let them be absorbed. For them to be reality.

      “What do you want it to mean?”

      I didn’t know if it was a challenge from him or he was genuinely curious, but my first instinct was to say I wanted Henry in the ground. I curled my hands into tight fists underneath the blanket, kept my emotions in check, and stared at Butcher right in the eyes.

      “He hurt me.” I let those three words hang between us, watched the rage cover his face before he masked it quickly.

      Whatever was going on with Butcher, what was painfully clear was that he was protective of me. He’d saved me twice now, but I didn’t know if that protection also had something to do with him wanting me, wanting me more than either of us probably needed to delve into.

      “He watched my mother die. He let her die. He did nothing to help her.” I pictured Henry standing above her, just staring down at her as she slipped away into oblivion, as she disappeared forever.

      Butcher didn’t say anything, but I could tell his attention was trained right on me, every single word I said being absorbed, catalogued away. I swallowed, my throat tight and dry, emotion threatening to spill forth.

      Although my mother hadn’t been good, hadn’t been decent, she had still been my mom. And a part of me did feel that missing piece now that she was gone. But I wouldn’t mourn her, wouldn’t cry over the life she’d led, which ultimately took her away. It was what it was.

      “What do you want it to mean?” Butcher asked again and leaned forward, resting his forearms on his thighs, staring at me intensely.

      I leaned forward as well so my back was no longer up against the headboard, showing him that I was strong no matter what. I didn’t know why I needed him to know that, but I did. I needed him to see I could hold my own, that I wouldn’t shy away, wouldn’t cringe in the face of reality, of death and violence and everything he stood for.

      And although I didn’t know Butcher very well, although I didn’t know the type of man he truly was, my guess was pretty spot on, I assumed. He wasn’t one of the good guys. And although he protected me and kept me safe, had saved my life twice now, he did so with violence and intent. And I knew as I looked into his dark eyes, he would do anything to get the job done.

      He would do anything to right a wrong in his eyes.

      So I licked my lips, took a deep breath, and said exactly what needed to be said, exactly what he wanted me to say.

      “I want Henry dead.”
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        Butcher

      

      

      I could feel her gaze on me, hell, could feel the worry pouring off her. I wasn’t used to people giving a shit about me, well, people who weren’t part of my club.

      But with Poppy, I was finding a lot of new things out about myself.

      Possession.

      Obsession.

      This proprietary need and feeling I had over her. It bordered on insane. But fuck, I welcomed it.

      I watched her as Doc worked on stitching up the gunshot wound to my arm. Thankfully, it was a clean shot, went right through, and there shouldn’t be any lasting damage. Hell, this wasn’t the worst injury I ever had.

      Poppy was worrying her bottom lip with her little straight white teeth.

      “It’s fine. I’m fine. It’s just a flesh wound.” I wasn’t used to having to explain myself, to reassure someone I was okay. But I liked telling Poppy. I liked having someone who was concerned about me as much as I was about them.

      “Okay, you’re good to go,” Doc said and started cleaning up his medical supplies. He looked over at Poppy and I could see him give her a small smile. And although I knew Doc wouldn’t fuck around with her, because he was smarter than that, I felt this low growl leave me at the thought he even looked at her.

      She’s mine, motherfucker.

      Doc glanced over at me, his eyes widening a little in surprise. He cleared his throat and said, “He’ll be fine. He’s stronger than he looks.” He muttered those words to Poppy but didn’t look at her again.

      Smart fucker, he was.

      I grunted and shifted on the chair, holding in my wince. Truth was I hurt like a sonofabitch, but I’d been a helluva lot worse than this many times in my life. But knowing Poppy had gotten injured, that if I hadn’t shown up when I did the outcome would have been a lot different, was a pain I’d never felt before. 

      “Thanks, Doc. Can you leave us alone now?”

      Doc nodded and picked up his bag before leaving the room and shutting the door behind him.

      I sat in the same chair I’d been in when she woke up, but I wanted to go to her. I wanted to hold her, to make sure she really was okay. I wanted to feel her again, relishing in the fact that no one and nothing was going to hurt her.

      “Damn,” I said under my breath and watched as her eyes widened just slightly.

      “What?” Her voice was soft, feminine.

      I thought about not telling her the truth. But what was the point of pretending I didn’t want her, that she was the only thing I’d ever really wanted for myself?

      “Do you really want to know?” It took her a second to answer, and I wondered if she was going to shake her head. Finally, she nodded, and that made me smile. My girl was strong. “I’m just stunned over the fact that you’re here with me, that you care about me, about my well-being. I’m not a man who’s used to showing or having emotion, if I’m being honest. But with you? With you, things are different.”

      She stayed silent, the surprise on her face evident.

      “When I realized what was happening, that you were going to get hurt, everything in me froze. I’d never felt that kind of fear before, that kind of rage,” I added.

      She was still silent, and I internally cursed. Yeah, I needed to shut the fuck up already.

      I watched as her throat worked, but she didn’t say anything right away. Hell, I didn’t blame her.

      “You just met me.” Her voice was so soft—whisper-soft.

      “I don’t have to know you to know you’re what I want.” Yeah, I’d just gone there. I was the president of a fucking motorcycle club, a criminal, murderer, degenerate, and dangerous. But here I was, getting all soft for the only woman who’d ever made me... feel.

      Again, she swallowed, and I swore I heard her heart racing. Was she nervous, afraid of what I just said? Or maybe, just maybe, she wanted me as much as I wanted her.

      I did stand up then, walking over to her, sitting on the edge of the bed beside her. Her body was tense, her uncertainty about what was going on clear. I searched her face with my gaze, smelled the sweet, floral fragrance that came from her. I tried not to look at the bandage on her head, because all that did was piss me the fuck off, nearly sending me into another blind rage.

      I lifted my hand then, slowly moved it toward the bandage, pleased she didn’t jerk away from me, that she didn’t seem afraid. Then I touched the tendrils by that white square of gauze, letting my fingers play along the silky strands, slipping my fingers down the slope of her cheek. Her hair was so damn soft, her skin softer.

      She was breathing harder, little pants of warm breath moving across my fingers. And she stared at me with wide eyes, probably wondering what was going on, probably confused about what she felt.

      I was pretty fucking good at being able to know what a person was thinking or feeling just by looking at them, without them telling me. And the way she stared at me as she bit her lip, the way she glanced away real quick when she noticed I saw her—yeah. That spoke volumes. Not to mention all the other signs she gave off, like the way her body reacted when I was close. She probably didn’t even realize what was happening, realize the change she felt was desire and need and want.

      And I’d give all of that to her.

      I’d be everything and anything she needed.

      I saw all those little signs. I cataloged that shit deep inside me, knowing without a doubt Poppy would be mine. That she was mine.

      And now that she knew what I was going to do to Henry, now that I knew what she wanted me to do, I was going to give her his head on a silver fucking platter.

      I was going to make that asshole bleed and scream and plead. I was going to do it, because where Poppy was concerned, I’d become the very devil himself to make sure she was safe.
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            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Poppy

        Several days later

      

      

      Here I was, still at the MC, still wondering what would happen, what my next step would be.

      I felt this lightness consume me, the alcohol making everything feel… euphoric.

      The MC was unlike anything I’d ever seen, anything I’d ever envisioned. These men were like the ones I’d been around my whole life, but then again, they weren’t. They were hardened, more dangerous. They were criminals, hardcore, and evil, far worse than the men I’d been around while growing up. They frightened me down to my marrow... yet I couldn’t help but feel they were the first real friends I ever had.

      I’d been here for the last few days, and although I’d been in my own room, I felt like I was living in a dream, like I was moving through life at a slower pace than everyone else.

      I focused on the club, on what was going on around me.

      The men in this MC were the kind who could bury a body and it would never be found. But here I was, drinking with them, letting myself be one of them.

      Asking for their help, because I was worried and didn’t know what else to do.

      And for what? Because Henry had found me? Because I wasn’t safe? Or was it also because I had feelings for Butcher? Was it also because I wanted Butcher? Because I’d fallen for him and there was no stopping my emotions? Was it smart to put myself in this situation?

      I lifted up the square-cut glass and stared at the contents. Whiskey and ice. The bartender, who everyone was calling a prospect, whatever that meant, had asked if I wanted Scotch or Irish whiskey. I didn’t know the difference so let him pick for me.

      I held my glass and sat at one of the tattered leather seats in the corner, away from everyone, because this situation, this scene, wasn’t something I was used to, wasn’t something I felt normal around.

      Of course I’d seen plenty of degenerate shit where I lived, who and what I was around, but this? The MC? Yeah, it was something far different.

      The lighting was dim back here. The only thing illuminating this part of the room was the spillage from the overhead Edison-style bulbs hanging from the rafters. This place looked like it had probably been a garage at one point, with exposed wooden beams above, a cement floor, and pegs sporadically placed on the walls, as if they’d been used to hold various tools. But it had since been converted into the bar I saw now.

      Pool tables, a jukebox in the corner, even a stripper pole in the center. The bar was full length, the top smooth and polished, but having chips and scratches on it from wear and age.

      I didn’t know what my next step was. I knew Henry was still out there, but I was safe here. He didn’t have those kinds of connections, the ones where he could take down an MC like this.

      I didn’t think at least.

      I could feel the music from the club thumping through my veins. I finished off my drink and pushed the glass aside then stood. I had to get out of this atmosphere. I headed toward the front doors and pushed them open. The cool, fresh air moved over me instantly.

      The doors slammed shut behind me, and I leaned against the side of the building. Wrapping my arms around my waist, I stared up at the sky. The moon was full and seemed so bright and large above me, and as I felt the drink move through me, saturate my veins, my bloodstream, a part of me said this was stupid. I should keep a clear head. But with Butcher, here at the club, I was safe. For the first time in my life, I felt like the ugliness of the world, of my life, couldn’t touch me.

      And it was freeing.

      “Life could always be worse,” I whispered to myself.

      I didn’t know how long I stood out there, but it felt like an eternity. I drifted through my thoughts, just let my guard down. The alcohol had taken up steady residence in my body, this light, floating sensation filling me.

      It was the sound of footsteps coming closer that had me looking to the side. The shadows partially obscured the clear male form, but I knew who it was. I knew who that dark, shadow-covered figure was.

      Butcher.

      I could smell his cologne, a scent that had parts of my body tingling I didn’t even know existed. Arousal licked through my veins, mixing with the alcohol, making me feel even lighter.

      I didn’t move from where I leaned against the clubhouse, and the longer I stared at him, the more Butcher’s form came into view, the more the shadows dissipated and I felt myself falling for him.

      He was dark and so was I, both of us wrapped in this corruption that was like a second skin. I’d run from it, but it never left me. He lived it. Maybe it was a recipe for disaster, but then again, maybe we were two of the same and meant to be one.

      I watched as he reached into one of the pockets of his jeans. He produced a lighter. In his other hand, he held a joint. He placed that thin, rolled-up joint to his lips and brought the lighter up, flicking it on and bringing the flame to the end.

      And then he inhaled. It was several seconds before he exhaled, that cloud of sweet-smelling smoke moving through the air, wrapping around me. I wasn’t a stranger to drugs, not when they’d been my mother’s spouse, child, addiction for my entire life. But pot… marijuana was the only thing I allowed myself to partake in. It was the only thing I’d ever experimented with. And that feeling of floating away, that inhale and relaxation that followed, was the only peace I ever got.

      The scent of weed permeated the space around us, around me.

      “You’re drunk?” Butcher said between taking another hit.

      With the joint between his lips, the end lighting up orange as he inhaled from it, I felt my heart race a little. He pulled it away from his lips, and after holding in the smoke for a few seconds, he exhaled, blowing that sweet-smelling cloud toward me.

      “You gonna answer me?”

      It was then I realized I hadn’t said anything.

      “Maybe,” I finally said, the weed making its way through me. I licked my lips, not about to show him that he’d gotten under my skin, that all I’d been able to think about since first seeing him was how my desire was a living entity in me.

      He had his eyes trained right on me, the joint between his lips again. He inhaled, pulled it away, and held it out to me to take. I looked at it, wanting it, but also knowing it might make this so much worse. But at the end of the day, I said fuck it and took that joint, placing it between my lips.

      I took a nice, long pull from it, holding in the smoke, letting it fill my lungs, coat them, staring right into Butcher’s eyes.

      Everything inside me seemed so heightened, so ultra-sensitive. I was aware of the beads of perspiration dotting my forehead, of the warm, fuzzy feeling that consumed me. I was aware of how my nipples were hard, how my pussy was becoming wet the longer I stared at him. Even his body heat seemed more pronounced, slamming into me until sweat lined between my breasts and down the length of my spine.

      We stood there, neither of us speaking as we passed the joint back and forth, and I didn’t even try to stop how I felt in this moment.

      My life thus far had been fucking insane, horrific at times, depressing and all consuming. And Butcher, a man I didn’t even really know, a man who admitted to stalking me… who saved my life for no other reason than he wanted to protect me, had emotions opening up in me, had me wanting to forget about this moment and just give in.

      Just give in.

      As we finished off the joint, and I was trying not to focus too hard on Butcher, all I could think about was how it would feel to just let go. For once in my life. To just say fuck everything and everyone and give myself something that would most definitely feel good.

      But no. I couldn’t, could I? I had to be strong, stronger than letting my emotions dictate how I felt. I cleared my throat, my mouth dry, my tongue feeling thick. I was high, felt like I was floating.

      “You’re strong, a fighter,” Butcher finally said, and I felt surprise fill me, but I didn’t say anything in response. “I wouldn’t have pegged you for a runner, but I guess snatching money from a motherfucker like Henry will make anyone do anything.”

      I felt my anger grow. “You don’t know the first thing about any of this.” I hissed those words out, my emotions running rampant, my desire to hit him, lash out, to use him, riding me hard. “I didn’t run.” Those words were spit out of me like acid. “I survived.”

      The light behind him cast the front of him in deep shadows, making him seem bigger and stronger. “Fair enough.” He took one more step toward me.

      My heart was beating so fast and hard. I wondered if he could hear it. Could he see it?

      I felt the truth bubble up, not knowing why I was about to tell him about me, about what I wanted to do with my life.

      “I know about you, Poppy.” His voice stopped me from saying anything. “I know about you, and not because I looked up information on you, not because I had my guy search you and find everything out.” He took another step closer. “And not because I followed you… stalked you, Poppy.” He was just a foot from where I stood, the highness from the pot making things seem almost dreamlike.

      “You don’t know anything about me,” I whispered.

      “Poppy… God, Poppy, how innocent you really are.” All he did was cock a dark eyebrow at me, as if challenging me to deny it, lie about it.

      I dropped my focus to the ground, trying to breathe nice and easy, trying to make it look like he wasn’t affecting me, like I wasn’t about to lose it and say fuck it all.

      But the feel of his finger on my chin, the feeling of him adding pressure and bringing my head up, and looking into his eyes once more, had everything else fading away. Had my resistance crumbling.

      He said nothing for long seconds, just stared at me, as if able to read me so clearly.

      “You’re afraid. Scared of everything, of this… of us.”

      My breath caught and still I stayed silent.

      “That’s okay, baby,” he murmured deeply. “You don’t have to say a word for me to know exactly who you are, exactly what you want and need.”

      And then he leaned down and captured my mouth with his. A gasp left me at the feel of his powerful kiss, at the feel of his strong lips on mine, of his tongue stroking, taking what he wanted.

      Butcher’s kiss was hard, demanding, and when his hands landed on each side of my face, tilting my head, holding me in place, controlling me so I was helpless against him, all I could do was feel all of him. And I didn’t stop him, didn’t push him away. I wanted more. So much more.

      And God did it feel incredible.

      I didn’t care about anything at this moment. I only focused on Butcher and how he made me feel.

      This whole situation was bad for me, and hell, Butcher was the worst kind of bad I could get involved with right now, but I didn’t care. Because in this moment, all I could think about was how it felt to have him finally kissing me. All I worried about was how far I’d let this go. Everything else was a distant, long-forgotten memory.

      Butcher shoved me back against the wall, the cold, rough surface causing a gasp to leave me, the sensation of his hard chest against mine, sandwiching me between him and the building, having desire move through me like a freight train.

      I moaned.

      “That’s it, girl. That’s so fucking it, Poppy.” He cupped my hips, his big hands making me feel small and feminine. Then again, he didn’t need to touch me to make me feel that way around him.

      He was a force to be reckoned with all on his own.

      He slid his hands down my hips, over the base of my spine, and cupped my ass, squeezing the mounds and causing a shot of lust to claim me. For a second, he just held the globes, but then he let out this low groan against my mouth, curled his fingers into the denim of my pants, and pulled me fully against him.

      “Fuck. Yeah.”

      Butcher stroked his tongue along mine, kissing me harder, more possessively. I had never done anything like this, never been taken by a man, kissed, touched. I was truly innocent in every aspect of the word.

      I was so wet, my underwear soaked clean through, the material rubbing against the sensitive flesh of my pussy. It probably didn’t help that I was buzzed and high.

      It probably didn’t help that I wanted him with everything in me.
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            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Poppy

      

      

      I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think as he took me to his bedroom, as I let him.

      Once inside, he had me pressed up against the door and moved his hands down only far enough so he could grab the waistband of my pants, popping the button free, pulling the zipper down, then slowly working the material over my hips and down my thighs. He was slow and meticulous with his actions, as if he was worried I might stop this.

      He panted hard against my mouth, his long, thick, and huge cock digging into my belly as he ground himself into me. His jeans blocked real contact, hid the truth of how massive his dick really was. But I felt it, could imagine how it would feel inside me, stretching me.

      And then it was like something snapped in him, something making his control go completely out the window.

      He became an animal.

      He became the man I’d envisioned.

      “You like my hands on you, don’t you, Poppy?”

      I didn’t say anything, didn’t want to admit anything.

      “You want this, Poppy. You want me.” His voice was low and deep, like a feral beast. “Tell me. Be truthful about it for once in your life.”

      I’d never admit I wanted this, that I wanted him. Wouldn’t tell Butcher, because that would be a weakness, and I couldn’t be weak in this moment.

      Could I?

      But as I stared at him, as he watched me, I felt the chemistry consume me like nothing else I’d ever felt in my life.

      “Go on, Poppy, you sweet little thing. Tell me,” he demanded, his voice hard, unyielding. He grabbed on to my ass even harder, made me gasp out from the pain and pleasure he caused.

      I breathed out, trying to sound like he wasn’t affecting me as much as he really was. “I can’t say that.” I whispered those words so low I didn’t even know if he heard me.

      And then before I knew what was happening, Butcher had one hand curling over the mound of my bottom and slipping his fingers between my thighs. He grabbed the material of my panties, pulled it taut until it dug into my cleft, sending electricity and pleasure through me, and then I heard material tearing. He took a step back and stared at me.

      My pussy was soaking wet, my panties—drenched from my arousal—hanging in Butcher’s hand, close to his face. He growled low and my pussy tingled even more.

      “You can lie, pretend, Poppy, but this right here”—he lifted up the underwear to show me—“this right here says otherwise.” And then Butcher brought that material to his nose and inhaled deeply, and a gasp left me at the sound, at the sight of him watching me as he obscenely inhaled my wet underwear, knowing it turned him on.

      I couldn’t stop what was about to happen next.

      I wouldn’t.
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        Butcher
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      I had Poppy back in my room, away from prying eyes, in a matter of minutes. I all but dragged her through the clubhouse, growling at anyone who tried to stop me, to try to talk to me. They knew better than to get in my way when I was focused, and I sure as fuck was focused when it came to Poppy.

      I wanted her alone, surrounded by my things, by my scent. I didn’t want anyone looking at her, hell, thinking about her. I wanted her to myself, because I was a selfish bastard.

      And once I had her in my bedroom, the door shut and locked, her back pressed up against it, I took a step back and looked my fill.

      She was burning me alive and all I wanted to do was forget about my self-control, let the animal inside me free, and show her exactly what it meant to be mine.

      I placed my hand between her thighs again, right over her now bared pussy, and added some pressure. “No point in trying to fight it, baby. Your body is ready for me, primed.”

      She gasped, and I wanted to swallow that sound whole.

      “You’re fucking soaking for me, Poppy girl.”

      “It’s the alcohol and weed,” she whispered, but the way she said it told me she knew it was a lie.

      Hell, I knew she was fucking lying.

      I saw the way she watched me, how she’d bite her lip on occasion, not realizing I noticed. I saw the way her nipples beaded under her shirt when she happened to see me working out, how her pupils dilated.

      She could lie, but her body’s reaction to me couldn’t.

      “Whatever you gotta say to make yourself feel better for wanting a criminal, baby.”

      And then I pushed her against the wall, the pictures hanging right beside her head shaking from the force.

      I slipped my hand down her belly, along her hipbone, and right between her thighs. Fuck, she was saturated with her need. The little sound she made for me, a half cry, half whimper, had my cock jerking almost violently. I held up my hand, my fingers glistening from her wetness, and gripped her chin with my other hand.

      “Open,” I demanded, knowing I probably should be gentle, make this easy for her, but fuck, I couldn’t.

      I watched her eyes widen, saw her lips part. I slipped my fingers into her mouth, made her taste herself, taste the fact that she couldn’t lie to me, that she couldn’t hide how she wanted me like a fiend.

      “You heard me. Lick your arousal off my fingers, Poppy.”

      She ran her tongue along the digits, staring right in my eyes, sucking the cream off them.

      “You like this, don’t you? You like that I’m making you do this, making you a dirty girl.”

      She hummed, nodded.

      I didn’t stop the deep, harsh groan that left me.

      “Yeah, you like it,” I said more to myself. I slipped the fingers from her mouth, slipped them into mine, licking off the remnants of her juices, tasting her on my tongue.

      I took a step back, looked at her for long seconds, then groaned and got down on my knees. I had my hands on her hips, looked up at her, urged her without words to give me what I wanted.

      I slid my hand along the back of her thigh, gripped her knee, and lifted it up. She braced her hands on the wall behind her, placed her leg over my shoulder, and I stared between her thighs, at the sweet, pink, and tight little virgin pussy in front of me.

      “God, look at you,” I whispered. “Look at how wet your cunt is, how soaked you are for me.” I closed my eyes and inhaled. “Look at how pink you are, how fucking sweet you smell.”

      Slowly trailing my gaze up her body, I stared into her face. “You like this, Poppy girl?”

      She licked her lips and nodded.

      I blew warm breath across her folds, and then I framed her pussy with my hands, pulling those tight little lips apart, exposing her to me even more. I swallowed, heard how loud it was, felt my body tighten.

      “I’m going to mouth-fuck you until you come all over my face.” I hadn’t meant to say those words out loud.

      And then I had my mouth on her pussy, moving my tongue through her cleft, parting her folds as I ate her out with fervor. I had one hand on the back of her ass, keeping her pressed to my mouth as I did exactly what I said I would… ate her pussy out like I was starving. I squeezed the cheek of her ass at the same time I dipped my tongue into her body. I fucked her with my tongue and lips, and dragged my teeth along her sensitive flesh.

      I skated my hand toward her pussy, touched her clit, rubbed small circles around it. “Come for me, baby.”

      And just like that… she came for me.

      A low, keening cry left Poppy, and she speared her hands in my hair, tugging at the strands, pulling at them hard enough that I hissed in pleasure.

      She started shamelessly grinding her pussy against my face, against my mouth. I groaned, the deep vibrations having her moan and tug at my hair harder.

      I gave her pussy one last long lick, like I was sucking on a lollipop, making sure I got all the flavor, and then stood. I grabbed her ass again with both hands and pulled her forward, letting her feel the hard length of my cock press into her belly.

      I pressed my lips against hers again, ran my tongue along the seam before plunging it into her mouth. God, she tasted so fucking good, a mixture of the alcohol she’d drunk and her passion.

      She moaned against my mouth and wrapped her arms around my neck, neither of us able to stop this. But before I could take this further, I pulled back, retreating a step.

      I stared at her, the dim light in the room doing nothing to hide her from me. “I need you, Poppy, and you need me, baby.”

      She nodded, not speaking, not denying it.

      I reached down and palmed myself through my jeans, an obscene gesture sure, but fuck, one that I couldn’t stop from doing.

      “Tell me what you want,” I demanded.

      She didn’t speak for a moment, just watching me, hesitation and need written on her face. Finally, she breathed out slowly.

      “I need to forget. I need to live. I need to feel… alive.”

      I growled low. I’d make her feel alive. “You’re mine. You know what that means, Poppy? You know what that means to a man like me?”

      She nodded, still not speaking, but that was okay. She’d given me the right answer.

      I rubbed myself through my jeans again for several long seconds, just watching her, not moving or speaking. I had to move this along. I pulled the zipper down on my jeans, reached between the fly, and pulled my cock out. She lowered her gaze to the big fucking dick I revealed.

      I knew the sight of me stroking myself, of running my hand up and down my length, turned her on. I could see it by the way her pupils dilated.

      I worked my cock out through the fly of my jeans, watching as her eyes widened. The fact that she was transfixed at the sight turned me on even more. The slit was wet with pre-cum, and when I shifted on my feet, I swore I could feel her body heat slam right through my dick.

      “Tell me what you’re thinking,” I demanded.

      She swallowed, not speaking for a moment, but I had all the time in the world. “I’m nervous and scared,” she whispered.

      “Scared about what, baby?” I felt drugged as I stared at her.

      She was breathing hard and fast. “I’m scared of how it’ll feel… if it’ll hurt.”

      I nearly groaned. “It’ll hurt at first, baby girl. But I fucking promise it’ll feel good. I’ll make sure of it.”

      “Butcher.” She whispered my name.

      “Do you trust me?” I knew that was asking a lot, but I needed her to know I’d protect her with my life.

      And she nodded, trusted me, gave that to me.

      “Good, Poppy. That’s really good, baby.” I was trying to control myself. “So, get on those pretty knees of yours and let me show you how this starts.”

      She dropped to her knees, the thick jut of my cock right in her face, the tip slick with pre-cum. “Clean it off. Lick it.”

      She tilted her head back and looked up at me.

      I ran my fingers along the edge of her face, tracing her cheekbones, her chin, and moving lower to open her mouth with the digit and slip it inside. I made her suck on it, imitate her sucking my dick.

      I grabbed my dick, stroked my cock from root to tip, and then brought the head to her mouth. “Open up, baby girl.”

      The tip of my cock brushed against her lips, and I groaned, held her jaw, and urged her to open more. She closed her eyes, breathed out through her nose, and started to really suck my dick then. God, she’d never know how much power she held.

      Held over me.

      She dragged her teeth along my length on the upstroke, and then used a hard suction on the downstroke. God, she was pure, but she sucked dick like a fucking pro.

      I stopped her then, needing to hear her say it, to assure me.

      “You a virgin, baby, in all ways?” My dick was still in her mouth so she couldn’t answer, so I slowly pulled my shaft out and demanded without speaking she answer me.

      She swallowed, licked her lips, and nodded.

      “You ever suck a cock?”

      Her eyes were wide as she shook her head.

      I growled low in approval. I slipped my length between her lips and held my breath as pleasure slammed into me.

      She used her tongue to tease the crowned head and down the thick vein that ran on the underside. Fuck. I closed my eyes and tipped my head back, groaning and grunting. I slipped my hand behind her head and gripped her hair, pulling her closer as I pushed my hips toward her mouth.

      As I steadied her, I started thrusting in and out of her mouth. I wanted my cum in her mouth, down her throat. I wanted Poppy swallowing every last drop.

      My hand was tangled in her hair, keeping her immobilized so I could fuck her mouth. “Yeah, Poppy girl. That’s it, baby.”

      She lifted her eyes to me as she continued to give me a blowjob.

      I was completely focused on her mouth. I couldn’t stop myself from tightening my fingers in the strands of her silky hair.

      “Good God, Poppy girl.”

      She hummed around my shaft.

      “Fuck,” I murmured softly right before I thrust my hips forward even more, burying my length deep in her mouth, the tip hitting the back of her throat so she gagged slightly.

      That was so fucking it.

      My balls rested against her chin then I pulled back, slammed into her again and pulled back. I was going to come, but not yet. Not in her mouth. I wanted to fill her pussy up with my seed.

      And so I pulled my hard cock from her lips, wanting to fuck her mouth again but needing to be buried in her virgin cunt. She hadn’t needed to tell she was innocent in all ways.

      I knew it. I felt it.

      And I was about to change that. I was about to deflower the fuck out of her. I was about to dirty Poppy up real good.

      Neither of us moved for several long seconds. I gripped her arms and helped her to stand, pulling her against me, her softness to my hardness. I slammed my lips on hers, kissing her, tasting myself on her mouth and tongue. I pulled back only long enough to look at her, show her with my expression how serious this was.

      “It’s time, baby. It’s time I made you mine.”
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            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Poppy

      

      

      The world faded away, this hazy cloud surrounding me. I felt a little high, a little buzzed. But none of that inhibited the fact that I wanted this; there was nothing I’d ever want more than Butcher.

      I started to pant the longer we stared at each other, the more I realized this was really going to happen. He stared at me with his dark gaze, one that penetrated me. The lights were nearly off in the room, but I could see him so well, could see every part of him. He was still fully dressed, but his cock was standing hard and monstrous through the fly of his jeans.

      He proceeded to remove his cut. The T-shirt he wore was snug on his massively wide chest, his muscular form. It was white, not hiding the tattoos covering his arms and chest. His biceps were huge, pronounced, and I couldn’t help but think about all of that power holding me down, touching me, making me feel feminine and helpless in my arousal.

      “I wanted to go slow with you, to make this sweet and gentle, nice and soft, but fuck, Poppy, there’s no way I can hold off.” He groaned and took a step toward me again, his hands at the edge of his shirt right before he pulled it up and over his head. He tossed the shirt aside, and my mouth dried at the sight of all that power on display. “I want you, will have you, and no one will take you from me, Poppy.”

      I swallowed at how possessive he sounded, how intent he was.

      He went for his jeans next, unbuttoning them, pushing the zipper down. God, I was transfixed at watching him undress for me, seeing how turned on he was, how hard and huge his cock was.

      “So no more waiting, Poppy. I’m going to claim that sweet ass and pussy of yours, and they’ll be mine forever.” He growled out the words and a shiver wracked my entire body.

      His arms were huge, rippling with muscles, his tattoos so masculine, so frightening and attractive in their appearance.

      And his abdomen, God, it was ripped and defined. I lowered my gaze to the cock between his thighs. It was long and thick, with veins running along the length, and the head slightly wider than the shaft. And the slit at the tip was already dotted with pre-cum.

      “You like looking at me, Poppy girl?”

      I didn’t even hesitate. I snapped my gaze to his face and nodded.

      “You want me to finish getting undressed, baby?”

      Again, I nodded.

      Butcher went to work on getting his boots and jeans off, and when he stood in front of me naked, I reached down and grabbed his dick, a small moan escaping me.

      “Take that shirt off. Let me see all of you.”

      My hands shook as I took my shirt off then reached behind and undid the clasp of my bra. When I was just as naked as he was, the chilled air gave me goose bumps, my arousal making me feel ultrasensitive.

      “Look at you,” he murmured. “So fucking perfect.” His gaze was moving up and down my body, stopping for long moments on my breasts then my pussy. “Tell me you want this.” His words were harsh, a demand.

      I swallowed, my throat hurting, my mouth dry. “I want this.”

      He grunted in approval. “No going back.”

      I shook my head although he didn’t ask a question.

      “Turn around and let me see that ass,” Butcher ordered.

      He sounded, looked so harsh in just the next moment, as if something had switched in him, his passion a whole other entity, a beast.

      I turned around, placed my hands on the wall, the coldness of it almost startling.

      “Spread your legs and pop that ass out.”

      I obeyed instantly, as if I were on autopilot.

      Butcher was behind me in the next second, his hands on my waist almost gently, but then I felt him dig his hands into my skin painfully… erotically.

      “Look at this ass,” he said, but it was uttered low, so softly that it was as if he spoke to himself. And before I could even inhale, could process any of this, the sting of his palm connecting with my ass had my eyes widening and a gasp leaving me. My back arched involuntarily, further popping my ass out.

      Tears filled my eyes, but as that pain started to fade and warmth took its place, I felt a tingling pleasure fill me. He brought his hand down on my ass again, not as hard as the first time, but still with enough force it had a sound leaving me.

      “Yeah,” he grunted. “So fucking good.”

      My flesh felt scorching hot, the blood rushing to the surface. He spanked me over and over again, never letting up, causing me to be uncomfortably wet.

      I wanted more, needed more.

      I bit my bottom lip hard enough I tasted the coppery flavor of blood, but that pain led to ecstasy.

      Butcher panted behind me, and I rested my forehead on the wall. I wondered how much he was controlling himself. I wondered if I could break that hardcore resistance he had.

      “I need you, Butcher.” I looked over my shoulder and saw he had his focus on my ass. “I want you to be my first.”

      He snapped his gaze up at me, this low growl leaving him. “Oh, I’m going to pop that cherry and claim it as mine.” He took a step forward then. “I’m going to make your pussy stretched so it fits perfectly for my cock.”

      I panted, my body so overheated I started to feel beads of sweat coat my skin.

      “Yes.” I breathed out that lone word.

      “I fucking love hearing you agree.” He was right behind me now, his mouth by my ear, his chest to my back. “You want my cock stretching that virgin cunt real good?”

      I couldn’t find my voice, so I nodded.

      I bit my lip even harder, the pain a little reprieve from the intense pleasure moving through me.

      “God, tell me, baby. Actually say the words.”

      I couldn’t speak.

      “Tell me,” Butcher ordered and moved his hands along my body.

      I closed my eyes, swallowed, and tried to get through this without passing out. “I want your hands on me. I—I want you inside me.”

      He groaned deeply. “Fuck, I could come just hearing those words, baby girl.” Butcher turned me around before I could catch my breath, his hands on my chest, his fingers pulling at my nipples. I was about to come right then and there.

      He had his mouth on my nipple a second later, running his tongue around my areolas, moving back and forth between both breasts.

      “Poppy,” he groaned against my flesh. “You going to let me do what I want, baby?”

      I nodded. “Yes,” I said softly.

      “That’s fucking right you will.” He slid his hand down my belly and between my thighs, cupping my pussy with so much pressure I reached out to grip his shoulders and steady myself. I couldn’t breathe and I felt lightheaded, like I might pass out.

      “Spread wider for me.” His mouth was by my throat, his breath warm and humid. I did what he said and felt him slip his fingers through my folds, rubbing up and down, making me even wetter. “You’re so ready for me.”

      One of his fingers found its way to my pussy opening, teasing the hole with one thick, long digit. He pulled back to look at my face at the same time he pushed that finger inside.

      “I want to be buried deep in here, Poppy. So fucking deep.”

      My breathing increased as he started fucking me with that digit, slow and easy, driving me higher to an orgasm.

      “Beg me for my cock.” He pulled back and looked me in the eyes, leaving me grasping for sanity, sucking in air. His mouth was on me once more, his hand sliding down the length of my spine.

      He made a strangled noise, the heat of his body leaving me begging, clutching at him, hoping for more.

      He turned me around then and pressed my chest to the wall, the coldness chilling my overheated body. His chest was against my back a second later, and he pushed the hair off my neck, kissing the skin that was exposed. His hand squeezed one cheek of my ass, and I popped my bottom out, grinding it against him.

      “You have no idea how hot it is seeing you spread like this, ready for me, so fucking soaked I can’t even think straight.”

      With his hands on my hips now, he pulled my lower half out and I felt the tip of his cock at my entrance. But he didn’t push into me.

      “You ready for me to fuck this virginity right out of you?” He spun me around and I cried out. “Are you, Poppy? Are you ready, baby girl?”

      I licked my lips and nodded.

      And then I was flat on my back in the middle of the bed, staring up at Butcher, seeing the primal desire on his face.

      “Come here, Butcher,” I whispered, and he was on me in the next second, spreading my legs with his body, his cockhead right at my opening once more.

      “Mine,” he said almost to himself, and then he started to push in. He did this several times, shallowly thrusting into me, breaking my hymen as easily as he was claiming me as his right now.

      A low pleasure-filled moan mixed with my pained gasp. I squeezed my eyes shut, feeling that thickness stretching me, opening me up.

      He started to slide into my body. There was resistance as he pushed through the tight virginal muscle, and then he was fully in me, his balls pressed right to my bottom. He didn’t wait to give me time to adjust to his massive size. No, Butcher just started pulling out and pushing back in, over and over again. Everything around me faded, the world leaving me, the past and future vanishing.

      There was only here and now.

      “Christ.”

      The way he moved in and out of me demolished my sanity.

      And when I moaned, he started fucking me harder and faster, making me take all his dick until I felt my eyes water and my orgasm crash through me.

      “Give it to me. Yes.” He hissed out that one word.

      He was crazed in his movements, pounding into my body like he owned it.

      He does own it. He does own me.

      He snaked his hand behind my back and grabbed my hair, gently tugging at the strands, tipping my head back.

      The look on his face was feral as he pumped into me, filled me up. His gaze was heavy-lidded as he looked down between our bodies, right where he was buried in me. He watched as his cock disappeared into me. Sweat glistened on his body, and I wanted to lick it all off, to see how salty it was. He lifted his gaze to my face and started really pounding into me, his mouth open as he silently showed me his pleasure.

      “I’m coming, Poppy girl. I’m fucking coming.”

      The roar of completion that filled the room sounded like a feral animal. He tightened his hand in my hair and I opened my mouth, a silent moan leaving me.

      “Christ.” That word spilled from him in a rush. He braced himself on his hands on either side of my head and stayed there, buried in me and breathing hard. “You’re mine, Poppy.” The way he said that, so low, so deep—so completely possessive—I knew it was the absolute truth.

      He pulled out of me and we both made a disappointed sound.

      For several long moments, we didn’t say anything. Hell, I couldn’t say anything after what I’d just felt and experienced.

      My virginity was gone, given to Butcher, because he’d been the one to steal my heart. Our breathing was identical, fast and labored, the aftereffects of what we’d shared and done filling the room and consuming every single inch of me.

      I glanced over at him, watching as he lay on his back, his arm slung over his eyes, his stomach hollowing in and out, his muscles contracting and relaxing. I didn’t stop myself from enjoying the view, knowing I was the reason he was so spent. Sweat coated his chest, and as I let my gaze travel down his body, my eyes widening as I took in the sight of his cock, I felt that fire inside me reignite. He was still hard, thick and long, his cock resting on his belly. The length was monstrous, reaching to his navel, his girth intimidating.

      That had been inside me.

      His shaft was glossy from my pussy, and I didn’t miss the streak of blood covering his dick from when he broke through my hymen.

      God, why did that turn me on so much?

      “You keep looking at me like that and I’m liable to fuck you again, baby.” He looked over at me and cracked an eye open, grinning, the flash of his straight white teeth coming through the dimness of the room.

      My heart skipped a beat at those words and that smile. “I mean, I’m not saying not to.” I squealed when he rolled me onto my back and spread my legs with his body. The feel of his hard cock nestled right against my pussy had that squeal turning into a moan.

      “God, I love you,” he said against my throat.

      I gasped at the feel of his stubble moving along my neck. He pulled back and looked at me, and I lifted my hand and cupped his cheek. “I love you, too.”

      And I did. I really did.
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            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Butcher

      

      

      The scent of blood was so strong it felt like it coated you, like you’d just bathed in the red shit.

      I stood off to the side, trying to catch my breath, sweat covering my forehead as I stared at a half-dead Henry. My knuckles were bloody and battered, my arms aching from the hits upon hits I’d delivered to the prick.

      Shyne had found the motherfucker in no time at all. The bastard hadn’t even been trying to hide, probably because he didn’t know what he was up against. But it wouldn’t have made a difference anyway. We would have found him no matter where he’d been.

      “Smoke?” Boss asked and walked up to me to hand me a half-finished cigarette.

      I shook my head as I stared at Henry. He was groaning softly, barely hanging on. But I wasn’t finished just yet. I wasn’t done delivering the pain this fucker deserved.

      Oh, I’d done a beating on Henry all right, done a fucking number on his pathetic ass. I’d been working on him for the past half hour, slowly chipping away at the arrogance, his pseudo-power, until he was nothing more than the bag of meat sitting before me.

      The fucker, who looked nearly dead, had his arms tied behind him, his feet secured to two legs of the chair.

      The bastard looked about ready to pass out, so I tipped my chin in Shyne’s direction and watched as the man went and got some smelling salt. I wanted him awake for the rest of this shit.

      When Henry sputtered back to full consciousness, I grinned and stepped closer to him, now standing a few feet from where he sat, staring down at him as he looked up at me. His face was a mess, broken nose, swollen and split lips, a tooth missing. Hell, he looked like the fresh meat the butcher had in the display case on Sunday mornings.

      I reached behind me and pulled the hunting knife out of my back pocket, letting the light catch the shiny metal, grinning as he widened his eyes.

      “F—F—” Henry sputtered, his lips so busted to hell he could barely speak.

      I leaned in close so we could look right in each other’s eyes, although both of his were nearly swollen shut. “What was that, Henry boy?”

      “F—Fuck. You.”

      I ginned wider and straightened, looking at the other men in the room, and started laughing. They followed suit. “This asshole has some balls on him. That’s for fucking sure.”

      Renner came up to me with a bottle of vodka. This wasn’t for drinking though. I poured that alcohol over Henry, hearing him scream as the liquor covered his open wounds, hurting like a bitch.

      I wanted this to last all fucking night, if I was being honest. But I knew this had to come to an end. I wanted to end this. I wanted to go back to Poppy.

      I wanted to love her and finally tell her she never had to worry again.

      And so I leaned in real fucking close, so the asshole could see the calm before the storm. “This is for her mom.” I plunged the blade into his side. He grunted in pain. “This is for all the shit you put Poppy through.” I pulled the blade out and stabbed him in the other side. He started coughing up blood, splatters of the red, viscous fluid covering my neck and white T-shirt. “And this, you motherfucker… this is for the girl I love.” I stood and brought that blade right across his throat, slicing it open, watching as he struggled, trying to get away, trying to gasp for breath.

      Henry widened his eyes as much as he could, given how swollen they were, and as he stared at me, pleading without being able to say anything, all I did was stand there and watch him die.

      And when it was done, we all stood there in silence, no one moving or breathing. The silence that filled the room was deafening, but there was also this release that seemed to fill me, to know what I’d done was for the best. This wasn’t the first time I’d killed a man. This wouldn’t be the last time either. But this moment felt different. Taking this life meant more than just vengeance or anything like that.

      I did this out of love.

      “Let’s get this fucker out of here. Have the prospect come out here and clean up the blood and piss. Have them get rid of the rest of the shit too.” Although this was private property and we had the cops in our pocket, I sure as fuck didn’t want or need incriminating evidence just lying around. Weapons used, the rope and damn chair Henry was currently using. Yeah, all that shit had to be destroyed.

      “You got it,” Shyne said and pulled out his phone to make the call.

      I stared at Henry’s lifeless form strapped to the chair, the overhead light flickering because it was on its last leg, just like this fucker had been seconds before. I untied the ropes that bound his arms and legs, took a step back as he slumped to the blood-splattered concrete floor, and felt pride at the knowledge the prick was finally gone, that I could go back and tell Poppy she didn’t ever have to worry again.

      Shyne and Boss grabbed one of Henry’s arms each and dragged him out of the warehouse, tossing the body in the back of the van.  And then we all climbed in, everyone silent as Shyne drove us to a strip of property owned by the city, acreage that was a wilderness preserve.

      Property that would never be touched.

      And one hell of a place to hide a dead body.

      Boss tried to get the fucker out of the back first, but I placed a hand on the patch’s shoulder, stopping him. “I got this, brother. Let me take his ass to the hole.”

      Shyne was already digging the hole with Renner, both men working fast and quietly as they got the unmarked grave ready.

      I pulled Henry’s body out from the back of the van then dragged him with one arm over the rock and debris-covered ground. The scent of his blood coating the air was still strong.

      “We’ll need to have the prospects clean the fuck out of the van and get the scent of blood, piss, and shit out of there,” Shyne said as he leaned against a tree and lit up a cigarette.

      I let go of Henry’s arm and leaned against a tree myself, watching the men work, their low grunts of hard work surrounding us.

      And then it was done, the hole dug, and all of them standing there waiting for me to make the next move.

      I turned and looked down at Henry, the grisly display of his battered and bloody face visible through the break in the tree line where the moon filtered down. “Fuck you, you motherfucker,” I said and walked around so I could use my boot to push his body into the hole. He landed face-first in the dirt, and before I had to tell the guys, they were filling up the hole.

      Fifteen minutes later, we all stood around the freshly filled-in hole, the unmarked grave where this piece of shit motherfucker would rot for the rest of existence.

      And as I smoked my joint, as I took a swig from the bottle of whiskey being passed around by my brothers-in-arms, all I felt was relief that I had done this for my girl, that from this point on, she’d never have to feel scared or upset or hurt.

      “Come on, boys.” I took one last hit before handing the roach off to Shyne. “Let’s get back to the clubhouse and forget about the messy side of this life.” I looked at each member, knowing they’d always have my back, that we’d give our lives for each other if need be. “Let’s drink, let off steam, and relish in the fact that we survived another day.”

      But all I kept thinking about was Poppy, going to her, and really feeling alive. Because without her in my life, that wasn’t going to happen.
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            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Poppy

      

      

      It was late, so late I should’ve been blissfully passed out, but I couldn’t sleep knowing Butcher was out there, knowing what he was doing. Would he be okay? I knew he could handle himself, knew he was even more dangerous than Henry, but the truth was I didn’t know how these things would go. I didn’t know how all of this would end.

      He’d seemed pretty confident that things would go exactly how he planned them, but I couldn’t help but think that something could happen to him. He could get hurt; he could… die.

      And I was surprised at how powerful those emotions came rushing into me at the thought that he might get hurt, at the thought of losing him. We really didn’t know a whole lot about each other, but I knew enough about him. I knew enough about how I felt.

      I knew what I wanted with him, knew I wanted him in my life. He made me feel safe and protected. He made me feel alive and wanted. He made me feel like there was actual… hope.

      I lay back on his bed, smelling him, the scent surrounding me. I closed my eyes and brought the blanket to my nose, inhaling deeply. I could hear music in the main part of the clubhouse, the bass bumping through the walls, almost shaking the pictures that hung on the plaster. And then I heard the sound of vehicles approaching.

      I sat up in bed, my heart racing, my palms sweating. I wanted to leave the room, but I was too afraid, too scared of what I’d see, find. So I just sat there on the edge of the mattress, my feet hanging off the edge, my toes brushing against the cold wooden floor.

      I didn’t know how long I sat there, waiting for him to come in, staring at that bedroom door. But then I heard footsteps, my heart jumping into my throat, everything in me filling with this anticipation, nervousness… excitement. I swallowed as I saw the knob turn, as the door was pushed open.

      And then I saw Butcher’s big body filling up the entryway. Light from behind him made shadows obscure his face, but I knew he was staring at me. I could feel his eyes on me. He stepped in and closed the door behind him, not moving for a moment. But then again, neither was I.

      I was too afraid to say anything, to even breathe.

      I licked my lips and stood then, wanting to go to him, to check on him. But I stayed in place. “Are you okay?”

      He didn’t say anything in response, and instead walked toward the bathroom, turning the light on and standing there a second.

      With his back to me, I stared at his leather vest, the patch in the center, the MC logo staring at me almost ominously.

      He didn’t move, and so I took a step toward him, and another, and another. My movements were slow and hesitant, fearful almost. How hurt was he? Did everything go as planned? Was Henry actually… gone?

      “Butcher?” I was only a foot from him now, could smell the cologne coming from him, but the scent that was stronger than even that was blood. It was a coppery, metallic smell that when I inhaled it coated my tongue, tasting like I’d been sucking on a penny. “Butcher?” I said his name even softer this time, lifted my hand and touched his arm. He was tense, his body rock-hard. He turned around then, and with the light now fully surrounding him, I could get a look at his face.

      I gasped at the blood covering his cheeks, splattered on the whiteness of his T-shirt. Not his blood. I knew that without having to ask. I gazed down at his hands, his knuckles battered and bruised, raw and bloody. I thought about how hard he’d have to have been hitting someone for them to be like that.

      “Do you see the monster I am?” His voice was hard and scratchy.

      Maybe I should have been terrified. Maybe I should’ve run away, left right then and there. But instead, I found myself taking a step closer and lifting my hand, placing it right in the center of his chest, right over the splatter of red blood… right over the death of the man who’d watched my mother died.

      “No,” I said softly, maybe too softly for him to hear me. I saw a flicker of something cross over his face, maybe surprise. But he didn’t push me away, didn’t step away from my hold. So I curled my fingers into the material of his shirt and pulled him closer, made him take a step toward me.

      “Poppy….” My name was this harsh whisper from his lips, filled with agony. This man had gone out and taken care of my nightmare, extinguished the flame that would’ve threatened to burn me alive. He’d killed for me. And as I looked into his face, all I felt was love. All I felt was appreciation.

      All I felt was him.

      “I know you want to ask.” His voice was still low, frighteningly so. “Ask me, Poppy. Ask me and I’ll tell you.”

      I didn’t answer for a moment, and although I didn’t need to say the words, because he knew what I was going to ask, what I wanted to know, I needed Butcher to speak them out loud. I wanted to hear that confirmation… feel it.

      So I licked my lips, smoothed my hands down my pants, and took a deep breath in. “Is he gone? Is he dead?”

      Butcher didn’t move, and I didn’t think he even breathed. His expression was stoic, the calm before the storm. And then he exhaled slowly, the scent of liquor on his breath moving along my face.

      “He’s gone, Poppy. And he’ll never hurt you again. No one will ever hurt you again.” He took a step forward and lifted his hands, placing them on my shoulders. He slipped his palms down my arms, along my wrists, and took my hands into his. And then he just held them, looking into my eyes, this gentle side coming out from him despite the fact that he’d just murdered a man and was covered in his blood.

      But I didn’t see any of that. I didn’t see violence or a criminal. I didn’t see a monster or the devil.

      What I saw—who I stared at—was the man I loved.
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      I held her, just let her body be pressed against mine, the feeling that she had given herself fully to me penetrating my brain.

      I thought about what I’d done tonight, who I’d taken from this world, why I did it.

      For her.

      And as I shifted on the bed and looked at Poppy, saw the crescent shape of her lashes against her alabaster skin, I felt my heart beat for the first time in my life. I’d been existing this entire time, going through the motions, trying to just make it. But then she came into my life and everything changed, the world turning on its axis.

      I felt like I was alive for the first fucking time.

      I was in love. I loved her with a ferocity that could level a city, that could make a sane man insane. I loved her like the world was ending and there was nothing else that mattered but holding her close as I watched everything around me crumble.

      And I loved her so much I found myself wanting more in life. I wanted more than the crime lord existence I’d surrounded myself with.

      A wedding. A wife. A family.

      I wanted that, but only with Poppy.

      She fluttered her eyes open and my heart slammed into my throat as she stared at me. This sleepy expression covered her face and I smiled slowly.

      So beautiful. So innocent.

      She’d given herself to me, given me her heart, and I’d never betray that. I’d never ruin that.

      I was a hardened biker, a killer, a bad guy, but with her, I’d won the fucking lottery and I was not going to take that for granted. I was not going to ever let her go.

      I said nothing as I cupped her cheek and smoothed my thumb along her skin. She was warm and soft. Her soft moan was sweet and turned me on.

      “Poppy,” I whispered. “I love you, Poppy.” I pulled back to look at her face, to look at her expression. She didn’t look shocked, didn’t look like I’d just said something out of left field.

      No, she smiled.

      “I love you too.”

      And just like that, I’d found that cliché missing puzzle piece to fit right into the fucked-up existence of my life. And damn, was it fucking incredible.
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            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Poppy

        Six months later

      

      

      I was carrying a bag of groceries when I walked into the clubhouse. Instantly, I heard shouting, glasses and bottles breaking, and the scent of weed and alcohol filling the air. There was a fight that broke out to my left, two prospects going at it, patches surrounding them as they chanted their names, as they roared out for more blood.

      But I wasn’t even fazed. This was the life I’d decided to live now, and strangely enough, it was almost welcoming. Because I knew these men would protect me with their lives. I knew even for as rough around the edges and dangerous as they were, and for how other people might perceive them as evil, they actually had love in their hearts.

      Butcher was proof of that, even if he only showed it to me.

      And I knew the other members of The Devil’s Right Hand MC were the same way whether they had that stone-cold exterior or not.

      They wanted love but just hadn’t found it yet.

      I headed into the kitchen, dropped off the bag of groceries for tonight’s family dinner, and then went back to the room I shared with Butcher. Over the last six months, things had been going pretty good. Things had been moving slow as we got to know each other.

      I’d been coming to understand the MC dynamics, each member’s personality. And I was just enjoying being alive and not living in the shit world I’d been in my entire life.

      I was young, didn’t want to rush anything, but the truth was I looked into Butcher’s face and all I saw was my future.

      All I saw was what I wanted in life, and that was to be with him.

      I wanted to talk about us, together, with nothing standing in our way. But I was a little nervous. We didn’t exactly go that route, hadn’t hedged on the future of what us looked like. And part of me knew it was because Butcher was taking his time with me and didn’t want me to feel rushed.

      And that made me love him even more.

      Because he was trying. Because he wanted things to move at my pace.

      But I had never actually seen that for myself… to love someone. Then I met Butcher, and when I looked at him, all I felt was consumed. All I felt was like the world was finally right, that my life was exactly where it was supposed to be.

      I headed into our bedroom and heard the shower running. After shutting the door and setting my purse on the bed, I smiled to myself as I went into the bathroom.

      I could see his massive outline through the shower curtain, could smell the Irish Spring soap he used. I grabbed the edge of the curtain and quietly pulled it aside, looking into the shower and really getting a good view of Butcher. He was big and massive, muscular and powerful. His legs were like tree trunks, strong and sturdy, thick. And his ass... God, I’d never really been one to appreciate that part of the male form before, but looking at Butcher threw that right out the window.

      I was silent as I undressed, as I pulled the curtain aside and stepped into the shower. He was washing the soap from his hair, bubbles sliding down his body to pool at his feet right before washing down the drain.

      I stood there a moment just appreciating the view, just watching the way his muscles flexed and bunched from any little movement. I was wet, my nipples hard, everything in me strung tight as desire raced through me.

      “You gonna just watch me, Poppy baby, or you going to come over here and let me wash you?”

      I wasn’t surprised he knew I was standing right behind him. It didn’t matter how stealthy I’d been, how quiet, nothing got past Butcher.

      And so I grinned, stepped forward, and let my fingers trail along his muscular back. I stared at the tattoos that covered his skin, watched the droplets of water cascade along the length of his spine.

      “Butcher.” I whispered his name. He turned around then, ran a hand over his face to clear the beads of water away, and stared down at me, looked right in my eyes.

      “I know what you need, baby girl.” His voice was pitched low, barely audible over the spray of the shower.

      He cupped my cheek and smoothed his fingers along my skin, causing my arousal to kick into overdrive.

      “You need me to love you?”

      I nodded instantly, slowly. My lips were parted as he leaned in. My breath stalled as he placed his mouth on mine. And a moan left me as he slipped his tongue deep inside me and took everything else away until all I felt was pleasure.

      I found myself in his arms, pressed up against the tiled wall, his mouth on my neck and his cock nudging the entrance of my pussy. With my legs wrapped around his waist, my hands curled around his shoulders, my nails digging into his skin, I ran my tongue along the shell of his ear.

      “Fuck me. Show me how much you love me,” I said a second before he groaned and gave me exactly what I wanted.
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        Butcher

        Later that evening
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      The muted moonlight came through the blinds, giving this silvery glow to the bedroom. I held Poppy close, both of us naked after the shower, my cock still semi-hard even after I’d fucked her up against the wall and pumped my cum deep inside her.

      But then again, she had this effect on me. In fact, I could have buried myself deep in her tight body and lost myself to oblivion over and over again, because I’d never get enough.

      We’d eaten family dinner just hours before, taken one more shower just her and me, because truthfully, I couldn’t get enough of her. And now here we were, lying together, the aftereffects of me fucking her still humming through my body.

      This was perfect. She was perfect.

      She was mine in every sense of the word.

      I picked up her hand and stared at her delicate, long fingers. Ran my digits over hers, marveling at how soft her skin was, how perfect it felt holding her. Then I stared at her ring finger, my heart beating faster, those words on the tip of my tongue. Hell, I’d been thinking about this for months, ever since I knew she’d be mine, ever since the first moment I laid eyes on her.

      “What are you thinking about?” she whispered, the sleepy tone in her voice pleasing me, because I knew she was exhausted. I slipped my fingers between hers, held her hand, and placed it over my heart.

      “I’m thinking about you, about how much I love you, about how I’m not complete unless you’re by my side.” I looked at her, saw the small smile on her face, and I shifted on the bed to face her. I brought our conjoined hands to my mouth and kissed her knuckles, running the pad of my thumb over the back of her hand. “You feel that way too?” I knew she did, but hearing her say it was pretty fucking incredible.

      She rose up and kissed me. It wasn’t anything sexual, just a little peck, but fuck did it feel good.

      “I love you too,” she said against my lips, and I forced myself not to push her onto her back and claim her, to part those pretty thighs of hers and plunge my cock home.

      But I didn’t do any of that, because what was on my mind was more important than sexual pleasure. What was on my mind was about our future.

      And I wanted to. Fuck, I really wanted to. But what I wanted more was to have her as mine in all the ways that counted.

      “Poppy....”

      The way she looked at me had my chest tightening. It was a look of worry. But the way I’d said her name had been sort of hesitant.

      “Is everything okay?” She sat up, probably instantly able to see the change in me.

      I didn’t know what to say at first despite the fact that I had the words right on the tip of my tongue.

      Just fucking say it. Be a man. Tell her how you feel and what you want.

      So I took a deep breath and just went for it.

      “Marry me. Let’s make this legal.” My heart was in my throat, and the seconds that ticked by with her being silent, the more worry filled me. Fuck, I’d never been this nervous before. “Although, the fucking truth is, I’ll never let you go, married or not. But I want you as my wife, as my old lady, the mother of my babies, Poppy. I want you as my family, irrevocably.” She was all of that and more. And I didn’t need a fucking legal piece of paper to say that, but shit, I wanted it.

      “Marriage?” Her eyes were as wide as saucers.

      I cleared my throat and nodded, trying to act like I had my shit together. “Yeah.” Fuck, was that my voice? “I want to marry you, Poppy. I want you to be my wife.” Shit, I wasn’t doing this right.

      I got out of bed and walked over to my cut, pulling out the ring box I’d tucked into the inner pocket three months ago. I kept it with me at all times, this reminder of what I wanted to do, but worried I’d fuck things up.

      I got back in bed, Poppy already sitting up with the sheet pulled to her chin, her eyes still wide. She lowered her gaze to the box I held, and when I popped the lid, showed her the diamond ring, I felt like time fucking stood still.

      “I have no fucking clue what I’m doing here, baby.” I was starting to sweat from my nerves. “But I’ve been carrying this ring around for three months, Poppy.” She still hadn’t said anything, and there was a part of me that worried, thinking she’d say this had been a big mistake.

      But I knew she loved me. Then again, she was so damn young. She had her whole life ahead of her. Who said just because she loved me that she wanted to be my wife, to be with me for the long haul?

      I was starting to doubt myself, about to close the box and apologize, because I didn’t want to ruin things, didn’t want to make it worse, when I felt her hand on mine. I lifted my gaze to hers, and for a moment, time seemed to stand still.

      “If me asking you has ruined shit, can we just forget about it? Can we just pretend it never happened?” Hell, I would’ve begged, pleaded. I’d never done that in my entire life. But I didn’t want to ruin shit with Poppy.

      And then before I knew what was happening, she flung herself into my arms. I fell back on the bed, her naked body on mine, the sheet slipping down to now pool at her waist. She kissed all over my face, and I couldn’t help but grin, chuckling.

      “Yes, Butcher. Yes, I’ll marry you.” And then she kissed me on the lips, and I closed my eyes and wrapped my arms around her, the ring box still in one hand, my other arm wrapped tightly around her, keeping her to me.

      She rose up slightly, the grin on her face enough to make me fall to my knees if I’d been standing up. This woman was my everything. She was my world.

      “You sure you’re ready to be hitched to a biker like me?” I slid my hand along her back and over her shoulder, trailing my fingers up the side of her neck to cup her cheek. I smoothed my thumb along her soft skin, marveling at the fact that I was such a lucky fucking bastard.

      She sobered slightly and my heart skipped a beat. Poppy leaned down and pressed her lips to mine, and when she pulled back, I saw my life right before me. I saw my future.

      “There’s nothing more I’ve ever wanted. And that’s the truth.”

      Damn, so this was what being happy and complete felt like.

      

      
        
        The End
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