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OVER THE LOUD MUSIC rolling out of the clubhouse, a wounded cry broke up the night. Thorn straightened from leaning against the building and tilted his head, straining to hear. He'd heard the same soulful scream on and off over the last four years.

There were no houses near the boundaries of Brikken Motorcycle Club property for foreign noise to reach his ears. Chief, his father, and Johanna lived across the creek behind the clubhouse, but his little sisters were long past the age of crying.

The sound had to be from a bird or maybe a rabbit. He tilted his head the other way. Or, maybe the screams of his past were coming back to him.

Whatever made the noise left him on edge. The shrill wail followed by sniffling sobs, familiar to those he'd heard from his nieces and nephews, was enough to get his attention earlier and draw him back outside.

His skin prickled and his senses hummed in intensity. It was almost like someone was watching him. 

Soft thumping footsteps added to the mix. He jerked his gaze to the right.

Johanna stepped fully around the corner of the clubhouse. She pressed her hand to her chest and gave an embarrassed laugh. "God, Thorn. I thought you were Chief standing there. What are you doing out here by yourself?"

Ignoring her question, he asked, "Do you hear that?"

"What?" She flipped her hair to the side and looked around the field. "The song?"

His chest tightened. Tired of feeling like he was losing his fucking mind, he leaned against the side of the building again and muttered, "It's probably nothing."

Johanna put her hand on his arm. "Are you okay?"

"Yep." He lifted his chin. "Chief's inside if you're looking for him."

"He called me a few minutes ago." Johanna sighed. "He wants Jackie out of there."

"It's a rough night. The men are blowing off some steam." He hooked his thumbs under his belt. His little sister by Chief and Johanna was old enough to be around the parties and too young to trust her judgment toward the men inside letting loose. "It's best she gets out of there."

Johanna squeezed his arm and walked off toward the front door of the clubhouse. He stayed outside because he couldn't shake the feeling that something was wrong. With three hundred and fifty-eight Brikken members milling around twenty-four/seven, he couldn't understand why no one had picked up on something wrong over the last four years.

He rubbed the back of his neck. Maybe he was losing his fucking mind, but he wasn't going to let his guard down or let an enemy walk onto the property.

He'd make sure the club remained safe. His father. His brothers. The Brikken officers. None of those in charge of the club were shut in the slammer, and he planned on keeping them and himself free.

The heat was always on them by the Feds. His due diligence kept the agents from linking the chopped bikes back to Brikken on a recent raid, but that wouldn't stop law enforcement from keeping eyes on all of the members.

Pushing off the building, he walked out to the gate, taking the hundred yards to listen and look around. He'd almost convinced himself that he'd imagined the crying but his skin continued to crawl.

Someone was out there. Watching. He'd stake his life on it.

Freddy sat on his Harley and lifted his chin as Thorn approached. "You're not on guard tonight."

"No." He stopped a few feet away. "Just stretching my legs."

"It's a sad world getting old." Freddy chuckled. "Hell, you're still a kid. I have six or seven years on you. My best friend is my bike seat."

"Yeah, I hear you." He used the different position to look around the vehicles parked across the field.

He was forty-eight years old. His years of riding the seat, working with his hands on the motorcycles Brikken manufactured from stolen parts and resold to an organization down in California had put scars on his body and worn the ligaments down in almost every damn joint in his body.

Not to mention the women, the drinking, and fights.

"Have you seen anything tonight?" he asked.

"I've seen a lot of ass." Freddy whistled softly. "As soon as my time at the gate is up, I plan on heading in there and getting a piece."

It wasn't the answer he wanted. He walked off, drawn to the cars of the non-members at the party.

"Thorn," called Freddy. "Looks like you should go in and wear off some of that tension you're carrying."

"Right." He lifted his hand in acknowledgment that he'd heard the advice. There were enough women inside at the open party, he'd have no trouble finding someone new. Lately, even the bitches he'd played with, who came looking for a good time, weren't doing it for him. He needed something different. Something besides the women who wanted his dick because he was a Stanton and hoped to work their way inside Brikken.

Everyone around Tacoma knew that Rollo, his grandfather, had built Brikken from the ground up. Chief had taken over the club after an enemy had taken out Rollo. Five years or so ago, his father stepped down and handed the president's patch to his oldest brother, Jett. That put his other brother, Olin, as the vice president, and Thorn as Sergeant of Arms—a role Chief groomed him for since he was a child.

Halfway to the front door of the clubhouse, he heard the cry again. Without stopping, he turned and stormed out into the field. Walking between the cars in the dark, he blocked out all other sounds and strained to hear the high-pitched noise.

Enough was enough. If it were a rabbit, he'd shoot the damn thing and put the mystery to bed.

In the third row of vehicles, he heard the cry again and jogged over to the next row. Too far away from the clubhouse for the floodlight to help him search, he walked into the darkness. Moving slowly, he squinted, barely able to see anything but shadows.

Using his hand on the hoods of the vehicles to guide him, he walked the line. The cries only happened when there was a party and when the gate was opened to outsiders. As he reached the end of the string of cars, he moved to the back row. Members often parked their personal vehicle at the clubhouse, preferring to ride their motorcycle back and forth from Brikken to home. Occasionally, the club required those members to do business that called for using four wheels.

At the back corner of the field, he stood still, slowing his breathing. He couldn't shake the uncomfortable feeling that he was missing something important.

Attuned at protecting Brikken, he remained in the back of the field by himself unwilling to leave. There was too much at stake with the current raid fresh on his mind.

The club represented everything his family had invested time, money, blood in. Taught to honor Rollo and everything he wanted for the club, he'd learned long ago to pay attention to when something wasn't right.

And, something was fucking wrong.

He walked back down the last row of vehicles. The same old cars, beaters on a good day. Non-descript, worthless, and perfect for when members were needed to be in and out of a dangerous situation without notice. Every day, the cars were there in plain sight. He'd grown accustomed to seeing them. 

The high-pitched cry came from in front of him. Louder than he'd ever heard before.

"Come on, keep going," he muttered, tilting his head to hear better, and moved forward.

The sound stopped. 

He stopped. 

An animal would lay down and die if faced with fear rather than call out in pain and show weakness. The strength to thrive inbred in them, much like being born a Stanton.

He ran his hand over the hood of the car beside him. Whatever made the sound must be near. Not wanting to give up his position, he held still and waited. Eventually, the animal would feel confident that the danger had passed and give its location away.

A rumble came from the front of the clubhouse. He blocked out the sound of the motorcycle, straining to hear.

Focused on hearing another cry, he ignored the shift of the vehicle under his palm. Irritated at the intrusions, he only realized that a sign of what was out there had happened when the car slightly moved again.

He stepped between the two vehicles and squinted, looking through the passenger side window into the dark interior as he gripped the door handle, feeling a pull toward an unknown source that had tormented him for the last four years.

A pungent odor burned his nose at opening the door. He reached to his lower back, wrapping his fingers around the pistol tucked under his belt. Punched by the strong stench, he pushed forward and stuck his head inside the vehicle.

His eyes teared. Ammonia.

He stuck his head over the seat and peered into the back of the older two-door, finding a small child staring at him from the floor of the car. His head struck the roof of the vehicle, and he let go of his pistol.

"Hey, there," he whispered.

The child whined. His heart raced, recognizing the sound and trying to put together how in the hell he'd heard that noise for four fucking years.

He sniffed at the onslaught of snot filling his nostrils from the burning air. "How about you climb out of the car and stand outside."

The crying grew louder. Unable to keep breathing, he pushed away and straightened, inhaling the night air. What the hell was a child doing in the car alone?

He pulled out his phone and called Jett. As soon as his brother answered, he said, "Come out to the field. Back row."

"Just me?"

"Yep." He ducked his head and looked at the child. "Have someone find Ed Talbot and make sure he doesn't leave until I've talked to you."

He disconnected the phone call, knowing he needed to take the child out of the car, away from the stank of urine. She had to have been pissing herself for quite a while for the odor to burn his eyes and lungs.

Hell, it'd been four years since he first heard the mysterious noise only he could hear. It wasn't possible for her to live in the car that long. Not at her age. Not on Brikken land. But, he had no other thought.

He wasn't fucking crazy. He'd heard her off and on for that long.

Talbot, a member of Brikken and the owner of the car, had a lot of explaining to do.

Holding his breath, he reached in and scooped the child out of the car. He set the kid down and squatted beside her.

"Ah, there you go. It smells better out here, yeah?" He wiped his wet hands on his jeans.

Soaked to the skin, wearing only a pair of shorts and a T-shirt, the little girl whined. He cupped her cheek, hoping to sooth her. She appeared around his niece Linnea's age. Too young to be in school and way too young to be left alone without supervision.

Fine blonde hair half covered the child's face. Thorn sighed in compassion. The blue eyes, upturned nose, and pouty lips were a picture of innocence.

"What's your name, princess?" he asked.

The girl pressed against the car parked beside Dalton's beater and opened her mouth, guttural cries escaped piercing his chest two feet away. Something was wrong.

It wasn't the soulful wailing of a scared kid faced with a rough looking biker taking her from the security of the car. But, he couldn't put his finger on the problem. Having no kids of his own, his experience came from Chief, raising his little sisters, and his brothers, raising their kids.

He took out his wallet and without knowing what bills he grabbed, held out some cash. "Take it."

The girl shrank away from him, falling on her butt. He stuffed the money back in his wallet. Having never met a woman of any age who turned down money only exacerbated his concern.

"Thorn?" said Jett behind him.

He straightened without taking his gaze off the child. "I found her in Talbot's car. She's been in there a long time. The smell of piss almost knocked me back on my ass."

Sensing Jett at his side, he glanced at his brother. The impact of finding the cause of his paranoia went unspoken. Until he found out why she was alone, he couldn't relax.

"I didn't know Talbot had a kid," murmured Jett.

Apparently, there were a lot of things about their MC brother neither Stanton men knew. Thorn blew out his breath. "Something isn't right with her."

Jett grunted and squatted down, reaching for the kid. The child half-turned and continued the awful crying.

"She's scared," said Thorn.

Jett looked at him. "Talbot didn't have the kid by himself. I'll go inside and pull up his records. There will be a woman listed if the child is his. If I find a number, I'd suggest calling her and letting her know where she can pick up her kid. I've got word from Grumby that Talbot's fucking some woman upstairs and has his drink on."

"I don't want him leaving the club." He stared at the little girl.

He wouldn't allow any Brikken Motorcycle Club member to neglect a child. 

Looking at the little girl, his breath hitched. It was after midnight, dark, and scary, for someone her age.

He picked up the child, ignoring the wetness, the stench, the cries, and held her to his chest. Someone was going to pay for putting her through hell.
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The party next door leaked through the thin apartment wall. Jessy Reed flipped the page of the old Cosmo magazine a customer at Bee's Diner gave her. She'd waited until tonight to dive into her secret indulgence of high fashion and makeup tutorials she'd never use while Nikki was gone.

Her daughter's father was hit or miss on when he wanted to see Nikki and have her spend the weekend with him. Which was nothing new. In the five years since she'd given birth, she was lucky if he made two of the four weekends out of the month.

Her cell rang. She groaned and paused the show.

Not recognizing the number, she connected the call anyway in case it was Ed.

"Hello?" she said.

"Is this Jessica Talbot?" said a gruff voice.

Her spine stiffened at the mention of Ed's last name linked to her. Her ex-boyfriend ran with a rough crowd since they'd split before Nikki was born. Now his friends were Bikers and criminals.

"Who is this?" She uncurled her legs from the couch and stood.

"Thorn Stanton." He paused. "I have your daughter with me."

Her heart hitched in her chest. "What?" she said, her voice rising. "Where's Ed?"

"Your husband is at the Brikken Motorcycle Club clubhouse."

Her heart pounded for her daughter. Ed had promised he'd keep Nikki with him at his rental house during his weekends. He knew their daughter needed a calm, quiet, and safe atmosphere. Somewhere that Nikki would feel secure and know her surroundings.

She pried her tongue off the roof of her mouth. "C-can I speak with him, please?"

"I think it'd be best if you come here and get your daughter." Thorn cleared his throat. "And, bring her some clothes."

She pressed her hand to her throat. "Clothes?"

"Do you know how to get to the clubhouse?" he asked.

Panicked, she rushed around the room searching for her purse while holding the phone to her ear. "No. I don't...I need...why do you have my daughter?"

Finding her purse, she hugged the leather bag to her chest with one arm. She needed an address. She needed someone to tell her Nikki was okay.

"Yep, she's with me. Take the old highway out of Tacoma on the Northside." He paused. "Are you following me?"

"Northside." She rushed into her daughter's bedroom and opened the six-drawer dresser under the window. "Then, where do I go?"

"You'll go about ten miles and see a metal fence. Go to the gate. I'll leave instructions there for one of the members to let you in." His voice came in and out as if he moved around while talking to her. "Remember the clothes."

She pulled out a pair of jeans and Nikki's favorite yellow top with the white daisies on the front and hurried out of the room. "I have her clothes. Is she okay?"

"She's fine. How long will it take you to get here?"

By the front door, she shoved her toes in a pair of Vans and worked her foot into the shoes. "Um, twenty minutes. I'm leaving now." She opened the door. "Tell her I'm hurrying to her."

"Will do. Call if you get lost."

The call ended. She shoved the cell in her purse, found her keys, and ran toward her car parked at the street in front of the apartment praying she could get the temperamental engine started.

Twenty-five long minutes later, she stopped in front of a man dressed all in black, holding a flashlight on her. She rolled down the window.

"Where's my daughter." She gripped the steering wheel tightly.

"Are you Jessica Talbot?" The man placed his hands on the car door and leaned down.

She nodded, not taking the time to correct him. "I need to see my daughter."

"Go on in." The man pushed away from her car and slid the gate open, waving her through.

She dimmed her headlights at the sight of all the vehicles and motorcycles. Creeping slowly forward, she pulled over to the left with the other cars and jumped out, looking for someone who could direct her to Nikki.

She was going to kill Ed.

A big, older man standing by the front door of the clubhouse raised his hand. She ran to him, holding on to her purse and Nikki's clothes.

"Looking for your daughter?" asked the older man.

"Where is she?" She hugged her things to her chest, fighting against going around him and opening the door. Nikki must be scared to death being here around all the strangers and loud noises, plus the late hour.

"She's safe. I'll take you to her. My son has her upstairs in one of the vacant rooms where it's quiet." The older man stepped back and opened the door.

Forced to wait for him, she hurried after him the moment he walked forward, staring at his back so as not to lose him in the large crowd of people in the building.

A patch with a rectangle inside the outline of the state of Washington with bars across the whole picture was surrounded by the words Brikken Motorcycle Club on the back of the man's vest. A gray braid hung almost to the middle of his back.

She shifted her purse and the clothes to one hand, grabbed the stair railing, and climbed the steps. A sense of doom swallowed her up. What if the phone call was a prank and the motorcycle club only wanted to bring her into their domain to hurt her? She should've made the caller let her speak to Nikki or Ed first.

Swallowing her panic, she knew Ed was a member of the biker gang. While he'd sworn on his life that he would never bring their daughter around his club, she had to believe that Nikki was here. That grown men would not use or harm a child.

The man stopped. "Thorn has your daughter in the last bedroom on the left. Go ahead and walk in. He's expecting you."

She glanced ahead of her, back at the man, nodded her head, and jogged down the hallway. At the door, she never stopped. She turned the handle and searched the small room, her gaze landing on a man sitting in a chair holding her daughter to his chest with a blanket thrown around both of them.

Barely registering the stranger holding her baby, she rushed forward and fell to her knees beside the chair, putting her hand on Nikki's back.

Her daughter's slim body slightly moving as she breathed stole all the air out of Jessy's lungs, and tears of relief filled her eyes. If anything had happened...

"There's a bathroom right outside the room at the end of the hallway. You can wake her up and give her a good washing before you get her dressed. I put the clothes she had on in that bag on the dresser," he said.

"You undressed my daughter?" She slipped her hand between the man's hard chest and her daughter and lifted Nikki into the safety of her arms. Knowing every inch of her baby, she held Nikki tightly. Shaking with outrage, she hissed, "How dare you."

"I think once you get a whiff of her clothes, you'll realize stripping her down was necessary. She'd pissed herself." Thorn stood, and forced her to look up at him. "You can relax, lady. I've got a boatload of nieces and nephews, plus have two younger sisters. I wouldn't hurt your girl."

"Nikki doesn't wet herself." She stepped back, intimidated by his size. He was like a storm rolling over her. At least six feet four inches, she wasn't used to dealing with a man who topped her by at least eight inches. His loose hair hung wild past his shoulders and his black beard peppered halfway down his chest with gray hid his expression. She couldn't tell if he was upset, mad, or could care less about her daughter.

Raising her gaze, she looked into the dark, chocolate colored eyes rimmed with black lashes. Fear for the situation coursed through her. She needed to get Nikki home, put her to bed, and make sure her baby was okay.

She shifted Nikki and stepped around Thorn and reached down for her purse. He beat her to the bag and handed it to her, along with the clean clothes she'd brought for Nikki.

"If you're not going to wash her down, go ahead and use the room to get her dressed." He stepped toward the door. "I'll be out in the hallway. Nobody is going to bother you."

Before she could argue that her daughter was five years old, a baby, and if she wanted to carry her naked to the car wrapped in a blanket and take her home, she could because she was her mother, she found herself shut inside the room staring at the closed door. Her whole body vibrated. She put Nikki on the bed before she dropped her.

Nikki was small for her age. Only five pounds at birth, she remained skinny regardless of encouraging her to eat more. She was a picky eater, and despite Jessy's concern, Nikki's size was the one thing the doctors weren't concerned over. The long list of worries over her regression into not talking was her main concern.

She grabbed the clothes she'd brought and opened up the blanket wrapped around her daughter.

Her heart sunk. Thorn had stripped her daughter completely down, even taking her panties. Her mother's intuition had her leaning forward and pressing her lips to her daughters' flat belly. She couldn't stop the tears as the proof of her daughter peeing herself rose to her nostrils. She dressed Nikki, who thankfully remained asleep. Not usually a heavy sleeper, she became more concerned when she put the Tee over her daughter's head, and Nikki remained asleep. Going with Ed always wore her out more than normal, and she'd believed her ex-boyfriend when he'd told her they'd spent all their time together at his rental.

Wrapping her daughter in the blanket, she picked her up and held her tightly as she grabbed her purse and opened the door, practically running into Thorn.

"I'm taking her home." She hitched her sleeping daughter higher on her shoulder, prepared to do battle to get Nikki out of the clubhouse safely.

"I'll take you out." Thorn walked beside her.

At the stairs, he put his hand on her lower back. She stiffened, making the steps even more difficult to navigate holding her daughter.

Downstairs, people talked loudly over the blaring music. She pressed her cheek against Nikki's head, hoping she remained asleep and wouldn't wake up scared to death about being surrounded by rough-looking strangers.

Thankful to see a door, she hurried out of the building as Thorn led the way. Searching the area, looking for her car, she caught sight of Ed. 

Surrounded by other bikers, Nikki's father yelled her name.

Her heart raced. He tended to yell insults at her regardless of the audience, and she avoided spending any time alone with him because of his habit of degrading her.

Ignoring Ed, she hurried to her car. She'd deal with him when Nikki was in school and wouldn't witness her anger.
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Jessica put her sleeping daughter in the booster seat in the backseat of the older car. Thorn hung back taking in the tall, slim, young woman. She wore sneakers and tight jeans showing off legs that went fucking forever. He'd always appreciated a tall woman.

Behind him, Talbot continued to mouth off, calling his wife's name. Not wanting to leave her or her daughter's side until she was safely in the car, he planned to teach Talbot a lesson on how to treat a woman the moment he had time alone with him.

Jessica turned around and faced him. "Thank you for calling me."

"Listen." He stepped forward, blocking her view of Talbot. "You need to know that this isn't the first time your husband—"

"Ex-boyfriend. We were never married, and we definitely aren't together," she muttered, lifting her chin.

He nodded, glad for that bit of news. Clearing his throat, changing the direction of his thoughts, he said, "I found your daughter sitting in an unlocked car in the field here tonight. She was soaked with piss. The smell in the car was toxic. I suspect she's been in there a long time."

Her jaw dropped, and she gawked at him.

He continued, speaking over the yelling in the background. "When's the last time you've seen your daughter?"

She gasped. "What kind of question is that? I raise my daughter. Ed...he's barely in her life."

He blew out his breath. "That's not true, Jessica."

"Jessy." She half turned and raised her hand to her face. "I don't know what to think about all of this," she said.

"Does he get her on the weekends? A week at a time?"

"She was in the car alone?" She frowned at him, ignoring his question.

He nodded, letting her deal with the facts at her own speed because he needed answers. While waiting for her to arrive, he'd had time to think. Over the last four years, he thought he was losing his mind. Now, he'd swear on his life that the child had been raised inside Talbot's car.

How that was possible on Brikken land remained a mystery and would need to be rectified.

"Ed was supposed to have her every weekend until she turns six years old, but he's not reliable. Sometimes he misses his time with her because he's busy." She rubbed her face, pulled her hands away, and wrinkled her nose. "My hands stink," she whispered, her voice breaking.

Her kid stunk. How she hadn't realized that before now escaped him. It wasn't a smell she could ignore.

"He always brings her back in clean clothes and bathed. This doesn't make sense." She looked up at Thorn. "He's left her alone before?"

His chest tightened. He was the only person who had ever heard her child's cry, it would be his word against Talbot's.

"Jessy, she's got a cry that just..." He patted his chest. "I've been hearing it off and on for four years. I've asked others if they heard the noise, thinking it was an animal or bird that was wounded. I've spent many hours out here looking, searching, trying to find what would make that kind of cry."

She stumbled backward. He grabbed her arm, steadying her.

"Oh, my God," she whispered, leaning against him.

He held her slight weight, knowing if he let go, she'd collapse to her knees.

"She doesn't talk." Her body trembled. "Nikki moans and cries instead of saying her words."

He inhaled deeply and closed his eyes an extra beat. That would explain what was wrong and the odd noise she made.

Talbot's yelling escalated. Thorn guided Jessy to the driver's door and set her inside. She needed to get out of here before he dealt with Talbot. Afterward, he'd deal with the abuse of the child.

"I don't want him near her ever again," she whispered.

She didn't have to say Ed Talbot's name. He knew who she was talking about.

"Brikken won't let him bother you."

"Promise?"

"Yep." He looked behind the seat at her daughter asleep. "I promise."

She found her keys in her purse and started the car. He held on to the opened door, unwilling to let her leave. Her hands shook, and she kept looking in the rear-view mirror.

"Are you going to be okay to drive?"

She hooked her blonde hair behind her ears and steeled her jaw making her heart-shaped face determined. "I have to be, don't I?"

"I'll have a couple of riders follow you. If you feel funny or don't think you can drive, pull over and one of them will take you home." He stayed beside her.

She shook her head. "I don't want them around me."

He looked over toward the entrance to the clubhouse. D-Con, Jett, and Freddy held Talbot, not letting him loose. He wanted to stay and beat the shit out of his MC brother for the abuse and neglect he'd put on the child.

"I'll follow you," he said, finding himself needing to make sure Jessy and her daughter were safe at home first.

"No."

He turned back to her. "I'll make you a deal. You let two riders follow you and make sure you arrive home safely, and I'll get answers out of your ex-boyfriend, and you can find out what he does with your daughter during the times he's responsible for her care."

She refused to look at him but nodded. He shut her door and stepped back, whistling for Shore's attention out at the gate. Waving his arm over his head, he watched Shore move to open the exit. Finding Olin standing outside by the others guarding Talbot, he jogged over and asked his brother to get another member and for both of them to follow Jessy home.

Knowing Jessy and her daughter was taken care of, he stalked over to where the others held Talbot. He pointed to the garage next to the clubhouse. "Take him inside."

Jett appeared beside him. "I know how things look, but do you have the full story of what's going on?"

He stopped and faced his oldest brother. As president, Jett required every situation to follow a procedure. The biggest crime a member could commit would be to go against Brikken. To break that loyalty that was demanded from them all meant either their patch removed or death, depending on the situation.

To Thorn, family loyalty went hand in hand with the Brikken bylaws. For Talbot to neglect his daughter, he harmed Brikken. He would never trust an MC brother who hurt his blood.

"Nobody can tell me that tonight was the first time Talbot left his daughter alone in that car while he attended a Brikken party." His jaw ached from the rage building inside of him. "I've heard that little girl cry for several years. Years. Think back to how many times I've asked you if you heard a strange noise or felt someone watching the clubhouse."

Jett looked off into the distance of the night. "I know you've been claiming—"

"Not claiming, man." He waited until his brother looked at him again. "That little girl I found covered in piss, crying her heart out, has spent more time in that car in her short life than I've spent on the seat of my Harley this year. I'd stake my life on it, and if I go in there and find out Talbot has neglected his daughter and used his old beater as a babysitter every time he's supposed to be watching her, I'm going to kill the motherfucker."

"You can't step between a man and his woman." Jett rubbed his hand, where his useless fingers were hidden inside a riding glove. "Using Brikken land to neglect his child is the only crime we can punish him for."

"Bullshit. That kid needs someone to stand up for her." He walked off.

The hell with Brikken procedures. It'd taken four years for him to find that baby. Something about her gripped his heart. Whether others could've heard her or not, she spoke to him. Cried for him.

He understood her pain.

Jessy spoke of the child not talking. He had no idea what was wrong with her, and the reasons were unimportant.

He pushed through the garage door.

Talbot rushed him the second he stepped inside. D-Con and Freddy caught him before he could make contact.

"You have no fucking right to touch my daughter," yelled Talbot.

Thorn stepped up to the man, pulled back his arm, and punched him in the mouth. The others held Talbot up on his feet. Already shitfaced, it wouldn't take much to knock him out.

He needed answers.

Taking his knife off the clip on his belt, he opened the blade. "How long have you kept your daughter in the car while you attended Brikken parties?"

"Fuck you," said Talbot, slurring over the blood rolling over his lips and down into his beard.

Thorn half turned, looked to Jett—who narrowed his gaze giving him permission, and faced Talbot again. He grabbed the man's vest, slid his blade between Talbot's Brikken patch and the leather of his vest, cutting the threads.

"Oh, Jesus, no." Talbot's body sagged before D-Con and Freddy pulled him back up.

Without his patch, Talbot had no protection against the members surrounding him. He no longer belonged to Brikken. Now viewed as a traitor, his life meant nothing to the three hundred and fifty odd Brikken members.

Worse than nothing. Talbot was a risk. A piece of garbage that was now a threat to their livelihood.

"You've used Brikken." Thorn's voice came out low as he barely held in his need to end the man's life.

"No, man." Talbot's eyes closed at the realization that he was done. "This is private shit. Family shit. I'm loyal, brother. I wouldn't. No, don't do this."

Thorn used the tip of his blade to lift the man's chin. "It would take two minutes for the blood to drain out of your body."

Tears mixed with blood coming from Talbot's mouth dirtied the knife. He trailed the sharp tip of the blade along Talbot's neck, cutting through the first layer of skin.

"Don't fight it." In control, Thorn tilted his head and studied the man.

It would be easy to end his life. He'd neglected a child. The number of cries he'd heard was buried deep in his heart. He couldn't forget the sound. The mournful, fearful wails woke him at night and haunted his days.

Tonight, a sweet, innocent face matched with the sounds that no child should ever make.

"You have one chance to save your life." Thorn pressed the tip of the knife into Talbot's neck. "All I want you to do is nod. Lie and give me bullshit and I'll stick you like a pig."

Any negative movement from Talbot would force the knife to go deeper, severing his vocal cords. Thorn glanced at his MC brothers flanking Talbot. They let him go.

"Move, and I won't give you a chance to walk out of here a traitor," he said.

Talbot remained frozen to the spot, keeping his neck on the blade. He knew his choices were removed. He had to stay there, answer the questions honestly, or die.

Unlike Brikken members who would rather die than give up any information on their club, their family, themselves, Talbot was weak.

"Did you put your daughter in the car because you wanted to party and get your dick wet?" asked Thorn.

Talbot squeezed his eyes closed preparing for his answer, and nodded once, impaling himself on the blade.

Thorn's fingers tightened on the handle of the knife. He only had room for two more questions before blood would flow steadily out of Talbot.

"Did you hide how you looked after your daughter from Jessy?" He stared at the man's closed eyes. If it was up to him, he preferred to end his life. Even then, his death would not remove the damage he'd put on his child.

Talbot pissed his pants. Thorn refused to move the knife.

Pressure against the blade came as Talbot lowered his chin in a nod. Thorn had given him the option to lie. He could've shaken his head and answered no, but in doing so, he understood that Thorn would've sliced him wide open.

Ever weak, Talbot still held on to the hope that he could walk out of the garage minus his Brikken patch.

With only one more answer needed, he said, "Have you kept that child in the car every time you had a chance to keep her over the last four years?"

He held his breath. Until that moment, he hadn't realized how important it was to validate that he wasn't going crazy. That the nights he'd spent outside the clubhouse, straining to find the reason for the crying, weren't because he was paranoid or losing his mind.

A guttural moan came from Talbot before he lowered his chin again and bayonetted himself on the knife. Thorn's hand shook, wanting to deepen the blade.

He stepped closer and whispered, "If I ever see you or find out you went near that sweet child again, you will wish I ended your life tonight. You are no longer a Brikken member. If we see you or hear from you, we'll come after you."

Stepping back, he pulled the knife out of Talbot's neck and turned his back on the motherfucker. "Escort him out on foot. He gets nothing that belonged to Brikken."

He walked toward the door. Jett grabbed him. He ripped his arm out of his brother's grasp.

"Not now." He went outside and walked straight to his Harley.

At the gate, he caught sight of Chief. Meeting his dad's gaze, he revved the engine, letting him know he took care of things.

Then, he opened the throttle and tore down the road. He'd searched for the reason behind the crying for too long to be satisfied with tonight's answers.

He had an address. 

He had a name. 

The only thing he wanted to do was make sure that little girl never had a reason to cry again.
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Chapter Four
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Jessy's thoughts rode like a freight train through her head leaving her light-headed. She carried the lotion into Nikki's room. After two years of banging her head against a wall trying to figure out the psychological reasons behind her daughter's sudden refusal to speak, she finally received a shocking, almost unbelievable, answer last night.

And, she couldn't deal with the truth. 

She had no idea her next step, except to make sure that Ed Talbot never got to see his daughter again.

"All right, Nikki. Let's put the lotion on and get you dressed for the day." She sat down on the floor in the bedroom and swallowed her heartbreak at her daughter obediently dropping her doll and standing in front of her.

At five years old, Nikki should be full of energy and have a hard time standing still. She should argue and whine about having her mom put lotion on her. 

Jessy rubbed her hands along the inside of her daughter's legs. The bumpy, irritated rash went clear up her back and on her stomach this morning.

How many trips to the doctors had she made to find out why the rash never went away? It waned from better to worse every week. She'd changed laundry soaps, body soaps, and even bought sundresses for Nikki to wear, thinking the less constricting clothes would help. It'd been a mysterious rash since Nikki's first birthday, and all the allergy testing came back inconclusive. For the last couple of years, the doctor had suggested eczema could be the culprit to the irritating red rash and prescribed a special lotion.

As soon as she thought the rash was going away, it'd come back. Until now, she hadn't noticed that the irritation came after Nikki spent the weekend with her dad.

She put the cap on the tube. Thorn had informed her that Nikki had wet clothes when he found her. Not wanting to take the time to grab the soiled outfit he'd taken off her, she could only take him by his word and the proof of how her daughter smelled.

Thorn had been telling the truth. Everything he'd done last night was to help her.

He'd called her to come pick up her daughter.

He'd held Nikki while she'd slept.

He'd protected her against the other Brikken members.

Thorn had acted more like a father figure than Ed.

She grabbed the sundress off the bed. "Raise your arms up to the sky."

Nikki obeyed. She slipped the soft, baby blue dress over her daughter's head and gently tugged it in place. Then, she leaned forward and kissed her nose.

"You're such a good girl," she whispered. "Do you want me to put on a movie or are you going to play with your dolls?"

Nikki pointed at her pile of Barbie dolls in the corner of her room. She couldn't keep from kissing her daughter again. "Okay, you play. I'm going to do another load of wash."

Her daughter walked over
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